











Chapter Twenty-Four





By copter, the harbor was only a few minutes away. The only sounds heard were those of creaky docked craft squeezing up against rubber-tire bumpers. The hour was close to midnight and a few larger boats at the far end of the harbor docked by a marina alive with amicable voices. The black Toyota at road’s end marked the closest point to the stairs leading down to the piers. 

The copter clatter drew the attention of a few partying couples at the marina. They waved at it and toasted it with beer mugs as though it were a friendly flying omen. No one appeared to suspect that it was on a military mission. The copter wasted no time at the vacant harbor. It romped out, twisting into the night sky until it reached its maximum elevation level, where it could survey large distances of the night sea. Its two powerful infra-red search lights oscillated across a wide, sky-view angle from one end of the horizon to the other. The night grew brighter as the moon peeked out from the cloudy murk in the sky. The copter searchers could see for miles ahead. But there wasn’t a sea craft in sight. They kept their searchlights on as they flew unchallenged over the waters. Commander Farcik sat waiting for word of a sighting. He kept his three phones by his side. Word came swift and sure: “Target spotted at eleven o'clock, two nautical miles out.” It was a dot on the sea lane ahead. Farcik came to the cockpit. “Approach. Do not use force,” Farcik ordered. It was only a matter of minutes before the helicopter was harassing the fishing boat by hovering above it and ordering it to stop. The copter’s maritime radio could intercept any radio traffic and when they heard nothing, they assumed there wouldn’t be a counterattack on their aircraft. What they did notice was that there was another helicopter close by. Friend or foe, the monitor could not tell. But a check with home base assured them the second helicopter was no danger to them. So, it appeared the escapees were on their own as far as back-up was concerned. The copter decided that the little skimmer would head for an undisclosed port somewhere where it could be overtaken, unless it could be convinced to stop and surrender at sea. Directives were broadcast for the vessel to stop, but there was no interest in such a concession. Instead, the escapees responded with gun-fire from a makeshift 85mm gun rig, newly set up in the back of the fishing boat for just such a skirmish. The copter’s warning systems blared and the Chinook took evasive measures to reconsider tactics, scramming up and away in a sudden tilt-a-whirl out of the line of fire. The quake and thrust of the action threw everyone off balance over a chase of several knots.  The Chinook still hadn’t returned fire. Virginia bounced from one side of the cabin to another as the pursuit continued. “Isn’t this where you say, ‘Hey, forget orders, blow the bastards out of the water,’” Bruno cracked from the seat on the floor he never vacated. A voice filled the aircraft cabin that stirred everyone’s attention: “Commander Farcik!” The dauntless commander shut the speakers off and took the call personally. “Farcik.” 

�“Blow them,” the voice on his phone demanded.

 “Destroy?” Farcik registered a critical doubt.

“Now!” the voice confirmed.

“But, sir, your orders…”

“Forget my orders.”

 “But they have the only subtilis strain. It will be gone.” 

“Blow them. Don’t waste another second. Blow them. How the hell else are you going to stop them? Negotiation?  Blow them.”

“Sir, these were not my original contracted orders.”

“They will have a full contingent of warriors waiting for them when they land. You have the opportunity. Now do as you’re told!”

Farcik made his way to the cockpit and had his co-pilot punch out another number over his aircraft radio: “Farcik to base. This message is for Helmet. Speak to me!”

“Farcik. Helmet,” the voice said. “You got me. Your orders are ‘Destroy.’ Stop delaying! You’ll endanger the entire planet, if you don’t destroy that vessel.” 

“Commander, the bacillus project is over!” Virginia added her voice, believing she was helping. “It was just decided today by DHS special council. That’s a legitimate order.”

“Yes, that’s right. The project is over,” Helmet met the background voice with another confirmation. “Now, it’s time to move!”

Farcik punched off his phone and gave the order to his gunner, the co-pilot, to ready the Chinook’s two six-barreled mini-guns, one in each front-side window. In seconds, they were cranked into firing position. “When you get a bead, take the boat out,” Farcik ordered. As the pilot dived down to attack position, a flash blew into the cockpit. It blinded and scrambled personnel, shattered glass and sent bits of the aircraft flying in all directions. The helicopter was hit at several points at once. The pilot’s gun instantly fell crippled and locked. Flames belched out everywhere. Twisted rotors above pounded on the metal roof. Engines thumped and ground to a halt. Gear rumbled about the cabin while crewman tried to rebalance the kilter and prepare for a crash landing into the sea. Virginia and Bruno leaped into a ball over the skein of cable and wrapped themselves in one another’s arms. “We’re going down,” Farcik yelled, holding his seat by the cockpit. The co-pilot continued firing his guns as the copter spiraled downward. The pilot, still fixed at his station, steadied the direction of the decline long enough for the co-pilot to sweep a six-barrel barrage of fire over the little fishing boat two hundred feet below. The copter barrage struck and the little vessel exploded into a billowing curtain of smoke. At the next blink, the little oak vessel was gone, leaving nothing but splintered debris across the coal-black shallow waves. Khalid Khalid, along with the vessel’s captain and a single mate, were gone too. The chest with the b. subtilis went straight down with the rest of the boat, a scrap whose contents would be mummified by the sea’s chlorine bath. 

The copter hit the sea surface hard, crashing and floundering, its props still swatting at the water until its engines choked and died. Still afloat, the cabin began taking in water, and within moments, as personnel dived into the sea with essential gear, weapons and provisions, the copter took one long gasp and dipped headlong into the sea, leaving nothing but a fragment of its tail hooked on the water’s surface. 

Virginia’s body, buoyant in her life jacket, bounced to the water line far from the sinking copter. Darkness, terror and the frigid sea air held her in an inescapable, paralyzing grip. Her shivering, the only sign that she was still alive, invigorated her just enough to return her to full consciousness. Virginia never felt that stubborn jolt of survival adrenalin that makes drowning people cling to anything and wrestle their way back from the brink. She felt only sadness and indifference to a plight she believed to be self-imposed and self-destructive.  She’d accepted the verdict that the night and the sea should swallow her up and that somehow it was fair and inevitable. She teetered on the verge of consciousness for a few more bewildering moments, then, out of the darkness, in the distance, she could see a tiny yellow glow, seeming to her as small as her laptop indicator light. It was somewhere far away, she thought. But it gave the darkness a tiny pip of life. The waters were still roiling and, thanks to hidden, autonomic commands and with all the energy left to her, she dog-paddled as close as she could to the spot of light. It seemed a long time, but the eight-second swim delivered her to a spot where the tiny light grew larger and she recognized it as the pale face of Bruno Turchi, dimmed only by his whiskers and the gluey oil draining down from his hairline. Bruno was bobbing under the moonlit remnant of the helicopter tail and hanging dubiously off the end of it. Other crew members, she noticed, were hand-paddling beneath Bruno as floating props, they being in life jackets and trained and prepared for such emergencies. 95-10071, the number shown on the copter tail, gave what was unimaginable a patterned and textured reality that charged up Virginia’s survival chemistry. She flapped about like a duckling in her panicky attempt to reach the survivors. But the effort quickly exhausted her, and Virginia’s hands and feet went numb. Moments later she fell unconscious. She was within a few arm lengths of the copter tail, afloat only by her orange life jacket. The crewmen propping the jacketless Bruno prevented him from diving into the sea after her. Instead, one of the crewmen stroked his way in the water  briskly toward her.

Time and space reappeared amid splashing, flailing arms and torsos as Virginia awoke to find herself being hauled across the inflatable gunwale into a rescue boat. Choppy waters thumped her about as she lay on its aluminum frame coughing and gasping for air. Bruno’s was the first face she saw. It floated over her as though disembodied, sporting the grin that told her both of them were okay and moving on. Winds swept up and gusted over the rescue boat sending occupants tottering about. Bruno, on his knees beside her, worked to get her to a sitting position, so she could see that she was safe. An imposing bright search lamp shone down from the night sky onto the rescue boat making night day from one end of the craft to the other. That’s when Virginia caught sight of the bow of a gleaming 179-foot cutter, a great wall rising up behind her whose prow, painted with a medieval war helmet, peered down at her like a sea god, powerful, mute, and steady as a dam wall. The name on the ship’s prow was SIR FRANCIS. She’d been rescued, yet again. Virginia was instantly struck with a sense of redemption, which exhilarated her. It was an exhilaration she hadn’t felt in a long time. “What happened?” she asked excitedly.

“We’re alive,” Bruno chuckled. “We’re alive and well with a big story. A big story.” Bruno laughed to kick up her laughter. Virginia couldn’t. The thumping sea under the boat continued to pummel her back, and her stomach was beginning to roll. Bruno wrapped his arms securely around her back and held her close while the fully-loaded outboard maneuvered them to the stern of the cutter where they were all hauled in by cable through an entrance that dropped like a drawbridge to become a sleek, welcoming ramp.

****

On board the SIR FRANCIS, Virginia and Bruno were taken below deck to a spacious cabin with gleaming brass fixtures, varnished hardwood paneled walls, carpeted floors, all an unimaginable and swift shift to luxuriousness and security. They were changing clothes and keeping their thoughts to themselves. Computer voices could be heard everywhere outside the quarters, but their context went muffled and incoherent. Both ignored the voices and everything else that had happened until they could find themselves dressed and ready for the next stage of their odyssey. When Bruno finished dressing into his heavy wool navy sweater and nylon overalls, he cracked a joke, “I hope  this cruise is all inclusive. All the margaritas you can drink.” Virginia didn’t laugh. She was still lost in a children’s carnival of loud and distracting thoughts, most agitated by fear and a strong expectation of the unexpected. How did they get where they were? Who were their rescuers? How were they found? Was she really being followed all over after all? This would be her second rescue in twenty-four hours, was she still being used as bait?

Finally, a crewmember entered the quarters without knocking and slammed the door behind him, a sign that made Virginia feel instantly less like a guest than a captive. The crewmember gestured for the weary couple, in their sweaters, overalls, and boots, to follow him. Neither guest resisted and the trio proceeded up the steel stairs to the main deck. Crew were attending to other members of Commander Farcik’s team, some wounded, some stunned, some simply weary from the rescue at sea. Commander Farcik himself, still drenched in the grime of a blast and the muck of the sea, stood staunchly watching to assure that medics attended to his men according to military protocol. As Bruno and Virginia got their on-deck footing, the activity around them came to a sudden halt. All eyes turned instantly to see Nathan Tepes being rolled out of the captain’s cabin to take an imperious position atop a three-foot high ramp built for Tepes’s wheelchair oratory. Angela Frum, still poised and dutiful, followed him to the top.  Tepes wore a decorated medieval metal helmet from the period of Francis Bacon. It came down lower than it should have over his forehead and featured a bright blue plume. Blue deck lights around the ramp placed Tepes in a holographic glow that made him seem to exist in more than our three dimensions.

“My friends, here we are again,” Tepes said. “I’ll be brief.  The sea always calls for brevity. That makes more time for action,” Tepes explained. “And besides, it’s cold and there are heroes here to be attended to.” He smiled congenially and added, “And we have guests.” He gestured to Virginia and Bruno. “You mustn’t be frightened. No one wants a doomsday,” he said, and laughed to sound light-hearted. Instead, the laugh sounded brittle and threatening. “Doomsdays are for the dispossessed…the disappointed… the disingenuous… the disoriented… and the disturbed! But… and this is an important but… there will be a doomsday! When, who knows. We can’t obsess over it. The question is, are we prepared? Have we used all the resources available to us to assure a splendid new beginning? Now, men of the sea, what is our byword, our credo for our mission? Let me hear it. Let me hear it loud and clear.”

In unison and with pomp and bravado, the crew, as though it were an anthem, belted out: “He that won’t apply new remedies must expect new evils; for time is the greatest innovator.”

“And who tells us this?”

As a chorus, the crew sung out, “Sir Francis Bacon, sir! Renaissance sage!” 

Tepes swelled with satisfaction. “Yes, Sir Francis.” 

Virginia and Bruno stood dumb-founded and awestruck. It became difficult to swallow the idea that, while they had been rescued and the serious threat of a monster b. subtilis had been eliminated, they had fallen into the hands of a deranged man who was talking about “new beginnings.”

“When the final days arrive, those words will be our signal to prepare ourselves. All will be gone. All will be obliterated like a foul heap of garbage. But one thing will continue. Life will continue. And Earth’s magnificent systems will nurture it.” Tepes took a moment to savor his own words, as though this was the first time he had uttered them. He glanced up at Angela in order to include her in his monumental pronouncement. “We have won this war. We have won because of our wits and our cunning. We are the victors. Because this was God’s will!”

Bruno, his fears taking his breath away, fixated on Tepes, an image he found epically pathological, while Virginia stood fascinated. Bruno saw an uncanny helmeted man in the wheelchair, someone dangerous, man as god, man as divine interloper, man as self-ordained prophet – all the things Bruno hated in humanity. He forced himself to wipe the thoughts out of his head or he would have flown at the lunatic in a rage. Virginia saw or wished to see someone completely different. Tepes seemed a confirmation that something beyond did exist, and that it could inspire a powerful man like Tepes to risk his fame, fortune and life to take uncommon actions to save the world. 

****

“I would have arrived sooner to join the fight,” Tepes told Virginia and Bruno moments later in the captain’s cabin where a table was laid out with snacks and soft drinks. A small party of six was in attendance, including Angela Frum, Commander Farcik, now cleaned and redressed, and a ship’s first mate, standing guard at the door. Virginia and Bruno still could not think of anything of significance to say, given the lunacy they had just witnessed. The captain’s cabin was a commodious chamber of sober sophistication and functionality, with long, plush sofas, two bars, mirrored walls and an intricate entertainment system set into a carved oak shelf, which itself could have been a work of sculptural art.

“Have a snack, please. These are very good!” Tepes said, trying to be demonstrative about his hospitality as he beckoned to Angela to present a tray. Angela took the orders in stride. “Now, the world is a mess. Is there anyone here who will deny this? Ask anyone. Leaders and citizens. Pass someone in the street, and they will tell you the world is a mess – everywhere. It is a planet wracked with unhappiness and suffering. I don’t know anyone who would disagree.”

“Where’s Major Frier?” Virginia asked. The question came out unexpected and gruff. “We were supposed to be contacted by a Major Frier.”

“Oh, our beloved government. Yes, of course. I’m afraid they are still looking for the fishing vessel with the subtilis. It’s gone. It’s all gone.”

“Where are we going?”

“I own a small harbor on an island not far from here. I can get us all on one of my private jets. Would you like to return with us?”

“Did you have authorization to take this action?”

“Ha! My dear beauteous belle of the sea, the action itself is authorization,” Tepes replied, enjoying his own clever words. “Is the government going to argue with me for doing their job? Rescuing and evacuating American nationals from foreign waters? I don’t think so. This is, in fact, a historic rescue mission in the order of Entebbe and Nimrod. They will understand what was done here.”

“We’re impressed that you were willing to rid the planet of that monster,” Bruno said, trying to get to the heart of the entire experience.

Tepes’s clipped response puzzled Virginia, “Yes. About that. Let me repeat something you may have missed. The end is underway. And when it arrives, The Order of the Helmet, the body of men and work created by Francis Bacon to preserve and organize human knowledge, and represented by The Enlightened Bull, will have sent forth into the pristine innocence of the future, the truth. Our mission has not changed in any way. We will capture the soul of the future,” he said confidently, then added, “although circumstances, I must admit, did require some changes in plans.” 

“The b. subtilis?”

“It’s man’s greatest IT tool. It’s the revolution we’ve been waiting for. It’s the final sign that the end should arrive and the future begin.”

“Mr. Tepes--” Virginia tried to interrupt.

“The works of Western society,” Tepes went on, “including biblical text and every recorded discovery since the dawn of time, these need to be preserved. We can take the next obvious step to preserve Christian truth and the West’s intellectual bounty in nucleotides.  Once dispersed, these will claim the future. And when the end comes, which you know from all the regrettable signs, it will, God’s glorious truth shall prevail!”

“That’s bullshit!” Bruno informed his host, attempting to be as polite as possible.

“Yes, that’s what they say of visionaries.”

“Visionary! You’re a fucking lunatic!” Bruno clarified.

“Petulant, aren’t we? From Pythagoras to Aquinas to Bacon to Newton to Einstein to Tepes for all eternity!” The sentence sounded like the final lyric to a rousing proclamation.

Bruno sprung up as though he were going to charge at Tepes and was immediately intercepted by Commander Farcik “You’re a crazy bastard!” Bruno yelled at the man who had saved his life. “He’s a nutcase,” Bruno appealed to everyone present in the hopes of stirring a mutiny.

“Mr. Tepes, the original, safe b. subtilis strain will never last,” Virginia tried to reason. “Believe me. It was never designed to be an indestructible medium. And the project’s been closed. I was assured that all test strains will be destroyed. Government won’t touch it again. Because of the little back-alley war it created. You’ve destroyed the last of the monster strain from Dorrance when you destroyed that fishing boat. The monster was a fluke. No one knew how it came to life. This is a useless project!”

“Hah, back-alley war. Perhaps the greatest war of all and our blessed ignorant government thinks it’s a back-alley war!” Tepes laughed so hard his helmet toppled into his lap. Angela Frum came from her corner retreat to Tepes’s wheelchair with her horse brush and restored his perfect pearly wave of hair back into place. She completed her grooming by once again passing a lint roller across her master’s shoulders. “Now, may I quote Sir Francis?” Tepes didn’t wait for an answer and orated in a pious buttery tone. ‘Things alter for the worse spontaneously, if they be not altered for the better designedly’.” 

“You’re a lunatic,” Bruno barked again.

“Academic debate does not sound like your strong suit, Mr. Turchi.”

“You’re a corpse. A crazy corpse of a man. And nobody’s going to let you send off scripture in your DNA bottle!”

“God’s first creation was light,” Tepes went on. “That’s how important the Truth is!”

Bruno appealed to everyone in the room, “He’s lost his mind! Can’t you see that?”

“Of course they can’t. I pay them,” Tepes jested and then continued his tutorial. “‘Fortitude,’ said Sir Francis, ‘is the marshal of thought, the armor of the will, and the fort of reason.’”

“Fuck you… AND Francis Bacon!” The quotes were driving Bruno wild. These were words that had become platitudes over five hundred years of recitation and were a debasement of human intellect, Bruno thought. They were as abhorrent to Bruno as the holy scriptures. “Read one more quote and I’m going to cripple the rest of your crazy fucking body,” Bruno said, and was immediately strong-armed by Farcik back into a quiet, thoughtful sitting position.

Tepes laughed at the childishness. “This reaction could not be more significant in these horrid days in which we live - a young man wishing to thump the life out of an aging cripple.” Tepes scanned about him with a gentle smile. “Who has given us the gems of wisdom I quote today?”

An unseen chorus from the upper deck, who’d been listening to the words from the captain’s cabin, cried out again, “Sir Francis Bacon, sir! Renaissance sage!” 

“It is our duty to create the biological record of truth that will last forever,” Tepes decreed.

The crew snapped in one keen, tight blast of “Aye, Aye.”

“And who said that?”

“You did, sir!” the unseen crew snapped back again in a sharp, loud volley.

“If you will recall, Mr. Turchi,” Tepes went on, waggling a finger. “Some time ago, you asked me what Tepes’s First Law of Creation was. Well, now you have it. It’s written. I’ve written it. It says, ‘It is our duty to create the biological record of truth that will last forever and eliminate ignorance from the planet! New technology is finally here to allow it. Now we must act.’ -- Nathan Tepes. Who never graduated from high school!” Tepes laughed up such a storm over his little dictum that his helmet tipped from his lap to the floor and his pearly wave fell over his right eye once again.  Frum again quickly restored it to its cosmetic pose.

****

Bruno and Virginia were led by Commander Farcik through a hatch down a steel staircase into a dimly lit deck of storage rooms and corridors that accessed cargo holds and the noisy engine room at the stern. “Oh, what a lovely thing to do. A tour.” That was Bruno. He was trying to amuse Virginia. Virginia watched for a clue to what Tepes’s intentions were when he descended just behind her. Tepes took a narrow elevator sized at enough space for his occupied wheelchair and Angela Frum.

Steel doors led to a corridor enclosed between the concave outer hull of the cutter with its reinforcing steel frames and stringers and an inner bulkhead. At the end of the corridor, adjacent the engine room, was a large storage room. A sailor in a bulletproof vest and armed with an automatic weapon spun a wheel-latch on a massive, round-cornered, water-tight hatch and yanked it open. The hinges creaked and the chamber had a strange smell about it.  The sailor turned on a light and nodded for the visitors to step up over the eight-inch high threshold covered with a two-foot long ramp on either side for wheelchair access. The commander and Virginia entered the cold, damp space about 18 feet by 20 feet. Bruno, taller and bulkier, ducked under the low arch and followed Virginia in. Behind him, Angela wheeled in the helmeted Nathan Tepes. Tools, gauges and spare parts, vast supplies of cable and winches, compressed air tanks and SCUBA gear were packed into steel-framed crates and stored on steel shelves along the flat rear bulkhead. Two small work benches with welding equipment and electric saws stood to the right of the entrance. At left, far into the shadows along the concave outer wall a phalanx of unmarked compressed gas tanks were crammed into the chamber’s darkest corner like Chinese ceramic warriors. “What’s this all about?” Virginia inquired. “What are you going to do with us?” Virginia grew hostile at the ensuing silence. “What the hell are you doing with us,” she screamed for attention at the commander. Farcik remained bilious and stern. Bruno steadied Virginia. “We’re in the hands of a man of god,” Bruno said. “He wants us to see his big fat ship and all his stuff. I’ll bet he doesn’t do this for everybody.”

Under a tarpaulin and featured at room center was a long, barrel-wide cylinder on a table-sized dolly. Piled nearby, Virginia spotted something that made her sick, a tumble of white haz-mat suits tossed across a pair of two aluminum chairs. The sight made her stomach heave. It was a reminder of contamination and her constant war against it.

Angela Frum took the five or six steps to the dolly. And like a magician’s assistant, she swept the tarpaulin aside to reveal the flayed body of Abdul Abdul carefully preserved in the cylinder’s cryogenic core. The door was trimmed around its edges with a thick insulating seal that locked it tight. A double-glazed convex window in the door revealed Abdul Abdul’s mangled body from his lips to his belt line, both of which were still there, gleaming, one from the moisture of living flesh and the other from the glint of metal. “I had another copter dispatched just after you left the Toyota. It scooped up our dear friend, whoever this is. I believe it is the carcass of Nozomu Sakata.”  That was Tepes and he was enjoying his grisly surprise.

Virginia recoiled from the sight as though she could escape it by collapsing against the bulkhead along the chamber entrance. As she did, she knocked into steel shelves, tipping off cartons of manuals, files and other ship’s records. Among the oddments to fall was a heroic wrought iron bust of Sir Francis Bacon. It was about fifteen inches high and fell heavily on to the steel floor with a clamor. Bruno went to assist her. 

“So, you see. We will continue to work on the monster subtilis until it is ready for release.” 

“How? Where?” Bruno demanded. But Tepes was too far gone to take on any more contrariness. Instead, he gestured for Angela, and she responded by coming to his side, opening her cell and punching in a code.

 Bruno brought Virginia to her feet. Farcik re-covered the cryogenic tank with the tarpaulin. Without ten seconds passing, the chamber hatch opened and Donald Korch appeared. His droopy jowls hung over his overcoat. He wore an Order of the Helmet helmet over earmuffs and he was shivering. He blocked the chamber door with his large body and stood loyal and dutiful. He regarded Virginia and Bruno huddled together by the wall. He smiled at them and their confusion. A buzzer somewhere on his body sounded and he dug into his coat for his cell. He punched the cell with care and returned it to his pocket. “My diabetes reminder, except that I already did it. I got my time all screwed up here in Japan. I can’t wait to get the hell home.” 

Virginia fell to a sob of despair when she saw Korch, “Professor Korch? Compared to this, nightmares seem rational and comprehensible,” she sobbed. “What are you all trying to do? This is crazy.”

“The strain is safely dormant in that body, Virginia,” Professor Korch explained, the sad, witless prisoner of his own dogma. “As you know, it can be aroused when placed under the right conditions. And Professor Cole’s research gave us a lot to work with. Yes, the Dorrance strain was a mistake. So much of genius is a mistake gone right. Who can deny that God’s hand stepped in, and gave us the ideas for a potent subtilis to improve the formula?”

“You could’ve warned him. But you didn’t,” Virginia said. “Professor Cole was in dangerous territory and you knew it. And you let him, knowing the danger he was in.”

“Virginia, you can catch a cold if you don’t wash your hands. It’s not my fault if the good man didn’t soap up?” Korch’s words were cool and indifferent. “He wouldn’t join us. He threatened to go to the FBI with our new strain. We couldn’t let him do that.” The room had warmed with too many people. Korch took off his coat and sat down in the only unoccupied chair in the room, a third chair by the haz-mat suits. “Virginia, he was my friend. But this work is bigger than mortal friendships.”

“Once the subtilis is ready, we can prepare for our final mission,” Tepes said. The room fell silent. Bruno glared into Tepes eyes and the two started an acerbic conversation between themselves that hissed with venom. Tepes’s eyes were as sharp and as clear as a teen-ager’s, belying his 84 years. Bruno’s burned and teared from disgust and fatigue. Psychopathology, Bruno thought, as the clinch tightened, can make one’s mind extraordinarily lucid and focused, regardless of the twisted rationale that focused it. Tepes has been a mad man walking the streets for years. And no one ever saw it. How many more mad men are there no one recognizes who could think this way? Bruno refused to blink in this militaristic confrontation. A rich man with the self-righteous beliefs of a cult leader and the savior complex of a man who believes he is God’s best buddy. Bruno’s bitterness boiled into a caustic brew inside him. His glare intensified. But Tepes didn’t blink either. Tepes stared at a doomed, arrogant young man with a self-serving interest in depicting successful men as fools.  A self-important jackass writer of no particular character.  An ignorant fool God would ignore and relegate to the trash heap of an afterlife! Tepes, brazenly steadfast, called for Korch to come to his side. Without breaking eye contact with Tepes, Bruno turned to hug Virginia. The séance-like, open-eyed battle ended when Korch’s cell went off again, reminding him of something he never bothered to check,  The buzzer went on and on until Korch answered it. “Korch,” he answered. “Mom, mom, I’m in Japan. Call Mrs. Lucasi to get rid of the spider. Yeah. I have to go.” Korch clicked his mother off. Tepes gestured for  the scene to end and his exit arranged. Angela made that all happen in seconds by summoning the first mate and seeing the guests out and attended to.

Bruno took Virginia into his arms as they were led out of the chamber and did the only thing he was empowered to do, comfort her.

****

The night fell quiet. The twin engines could still be heard in the engine room, but noticeably louder now that they were all one could hear. Voices above were audible through the speakers just outside the storage room that imprisoned Virginia and Bruno. The ship’s deck creaked at every corner as the ship slapped about the waves. A single light, embedded in an overhead rafter by the storage room entrance, created a small ghostly space in the darkness. Alone and frightened for their own lives, Bruno and Virginia sat on the chamber deck staring at the cryogenic tank and wondering what would happen to them when they hit landfall, which they assumed to be Tepes’s private island port at the southeast end of the Sea of Japan. “Oh perk up,” Bruno jested, “It’s not the end of the world.” The joke fell flat, but Virginia smiled anyway at the best of intentions. She sunk into her heavy wool sweater and stretched the neckline up over her chin. “I want to see my children again.”

“Okay, we got tanks and tools and ropes and all kinds of shit down here,” Bruno pointed out. “There’s even some acetylene tanks, except there’s no acetylene. Come up with a plan to blow the ship up. You’re the scientist. We blow up the ship. We put on haz-mat suits. We use SCUBA. It’s all here. We do something with rope. It’s Apollo 13.”

Virginia rolled her eyes his way and laughed. She laughed heartily. This, she thought, was funny. Imagining Bruno as escape genius and hero couldn’t have conjured up a more ridiculous image. “Do you want to shoot your way out?” Virginia huffed at the absurdity. 

“How about, we pull some wires out, so they can’t use their microwave,” Bruno mused. “Then they come down here and feed you to the sharks.” 

An amplified speaker crinkled to life. Voices and noisy thumping could be heard. A sudden solemn silence broke into a clear and strong voice, “My friends. You do me a disservice. I can hear everything you’re saying. Clear as a bell. Please keep your plotting to a whisper. You’re distracting my crew.”

Bruno leaped to his feet in search of the microphone. 

“Mr. Tepes, can you hear me? I think you got me all wrong,” Virginia said, her voice flush with contrition. “I’m not what you think. I’m not a spy. I’m just a spokesperson. I’m just your typical mouthpiece for the department. You must have hundreds of such people working for all your companies.”

“Virginia, spies come in every possible flavor. You happen to be one that did confuse me there for a while.”

“She’s not a spy,” Bruno bellowed. “She’s a good person, just looking out for her country. In fact, she’s a Christian. Just like you. I’m the atheist that thinks your brains are in your ass!” Virginia took up that thesis and with a pious tone she elaborated. “Mr. Tepes. I love my country. And everything I did was for my country. I’m a Christian. A good Christian soldier. I believe that Jesus Christ is my personal lord and savior. And I know he’ll be looking after me, no matter what happens. Because all I wanted to do was make sure the b. subtilis never got into the hands of the Muslims.” Bruno turned exuberantly at the ruse. He kissed Virginia and then prompted her to go on. “I thought for sure you rescued me because you saw that I was an ally,” she added. “Now, this guy I’m with, he’s an atheist. I don’t know what he believes. I don’t know what he wants, except for some sensational story for some crazy liberal magazine somewhere.” Bruno’s exuberance vanished and his eyes darkened at a statement that was clearly treachery. He wasn’t sure where Virginia was taking this, but he was certain it wasn’t going his way. “He’s crazy, I think,” Virginia went on then whispered under her breath to Bruno, “Credibility.” Bruno still wasn’t sure of her purpose. She sounded too convincing to him. He listened without interrupting until he heard, “Anyway, you notice he was the one who wanted to harm you. Me? I trust everything you’re doing.” Bruno scooped up a hammer and began swinging it around threateningly. Virginia squirmed away and continued talking, “I’m an all-American girl, Mr. Tepes. I represent NBACC, your government. I would have made it my top priority to see that you got the b. subtilis before anyone did, because I know your Christian mission is a worthy one.”

“Virginia, once your people find you are missing, they’ll come and find you. What will you tell them?” Tepes intoned as might a supreme judge. Before Virginia answered, she wrote in marker on the wall for Bruno, He likes me. He likes me A LOT. “Mr. Tepes, I’m just doing my job. I’ll tell them you rescued me. If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead.”

 “I’d like to speak to you, Virginia, privately. Would you be interested in talking to me?”

“Certainly, sir.”

“I want to thank you for your courage and commitment. I want to thank you for your faith. I’m not a savior. I like to think of myself as a scientist. It’s not bible prophesies I turned to in order to devise our mission. It was Isaac Newton.” 

“Now, we are up to Isaac Newton. Let me know when we get to Groucho Marx,” Bruno said as Virginia listened to nothing but the air above her head. 

“Join me,” Tepes sounded like god from above.

****

Opportunity arrived within three minutes when a crew member cranked open the storage room door and escorted Virginia back up to the main deck. In the captain’s cabin once again, she found Tepes true to his word. She was his single guest. He was in his wheelchair, natty and refreshed, eager again to be the hospitable host. He threw out his hand to suggest she take a drink from a portable bar not far from the same comfortable leather chair she sat in earlier. She shook off the request politely and sat down. “New evidence, the best evidence of all describing what God’s intentions have been, can be found in the papers of Isaac Newton,” Tepes began his discussion without a prologue.

Virginia leaned into a wide-eyed exaggeration of a pupil under Tepes’s tutelage. He obliged with what sounded like a well-practiced lecture he’d been iterating to himself for months.  “The papers have been recently discovered in Israel’s National Library. According to these papers, the genius himself worked out the science of the prophesies for us, those we are all familiar with in God’s holy Book of Daniel. He added his own calculations and he arrived at some startling conclusions.” 

A crew member appeared with beverages and some newly prepared sushi. Virginia pretended not to notice, because she didn’t know what reaction to the pampering she should display. She was hungry, very hungry. And she wanted to scarf down the vittles as they came into view. At the same time, she did not wish to seem needy and vulnerable, and therefore subject to situational complicity for the sake of satisfying her hunger. She regarded the food as one might a soda pop machine at an open bar. “Please have some sushi, Virginia. It’s fresh from the galley.”

“I don’t want to interrupt with something so silly as snacks, Mr. Tepes.”

“Well, you can see what I’m saying here. There is science in the idea of an apocalypse. It’s not just biblical declarations. Newton, God’s genius, tells us to beware.” 

“This is extraordinary scholarship, Mr. Tepes. How did you discover all this?”

“Virginia, it’s there. People of great curiosity and wisdom search and discover. The answers to everything are there. We just need to find them. Einstein said, ‘The most incomprehensible thing about the world is that it is comprehensible.’" 

“Yes, of course.” She said, focused on keeping her fingers off the sushi.

“You will notice that I quote only our greatest geniuses. Geniuses are gifts from god. And they are here to reveal his secrets. Have some sushi. I don’t want it to go to waste.”

Virginia picked up two slices of sushi and stuffed them into her mouth one after the other. “Only if you’ll continue with your discovery, Mr. Tepes,” she said, her mouth wadded with rice and fish and some ginger. 

Below deck, Bruno paced about the storage room floor. He checked out everything he found there. There were no weapons. An acetylene torch had no acetylene in its tank. The compressed air tanks were full, but nothing creative occurred to him. One thing he did notice was that the cryogenic tank table had some hidden compartments under the lower shelf. He passed his hand over them. They were clamped shut only. He spread himself onto his back and stuck his head under the tank table. He plucked and plucked at the compartments, tearing his finger nails in the process. Finally, he leaped to his feet and found a wrench on one of the shelves and returned under the tank to pry the covers of the compartments. Like old gum-ball machines,  the compartment spit out a key, a tank spare, one with four flutes down its shaft, peculiarly beveled and notched. He noticed that it fit the keyhole and locking mechanism. But it didn’t turn the lock. He cursed his bad luck. Then, as an afterthought, he shoved the key inward. The fit and penetration was confirmed when he plied the lock with it again and the mechanism turned. He had access to the tank, but this depressed him. He couldn’t figure out how that could possibly be of any help. He could see a sensor that would go off if the tank lid were lifted.

“‘I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.’ Einstein again,” Tepes proceeded with his tutorial. “When you add all this erudition up, what do you get?”

A fourth sushi. Virginia reached for a fourth sushi and couldn’t answer the question until she swallowed it. Tepes filled the pause while Virginia pretended to think of her answer. “This is the question the Order of the Helmet had to come to grips with over the last year or so as we watched the world situations degenerate into hopeless chaos. Now, how about one of the most magnificent minds of all time, Leonardo da Vinci. He saw much. He knew much. He understood just about everything. He mourned for us. ‘Blinding ignorance,’ he said, ‘does mislead us all. O! Wretched mortals, open your eyes!’” 

“Of course, and by that he meant?” Virginia coaxed. 

“Oh Virginia, think! Think! He’s telling us that it is our ignorance that will be our undoing. If we do not embrace the truth, we are doomed for eternity.”

Virginia nodded that this made perfect sense. She then had a fifth sushi.

“But back to Newton. According to Newton’s calculations in these papers I mentioned, we here today at this very time are now in the End Days - on the doorstep of the Rapture promised us by the Word. The question, my good friend, is whose apocalypse will it be – theirs or ours?” 

Virginia washed the fifth sushi down with orange juice in one long chug.

 “It is our duty to be prepared. And I believe this will be possible as the hand of God guides us through this perilous time.”

“I’m your humble servant, Mr. Tepes. I believe you have a sacred mission. I mean look at all you’ve accomplished so far.”

“Did you like the sushi?”

“Yes. It was the perfect snack.”

“I’m afraid your friend’s atheism will be his undoing. He seems to hold nothing sacred.”

“Yes, unfortunately, that’s true.”

Down below, Bruno suddenly heard that last exchange as though it were conveyed to him telepathically. Tepes had secretly switched on the speakers below.  

“He will have to be modified or imprisoned.”

“Of course.”

“You have no loyalties to him I hope.”

“He’s godless. He’s a man with no moral core.”

The speakers in the storage room spoke loudly and clearly. Virginia’s betrayal stung like the stab of a scorpion. Bruno stuck his tank key in his pockett and pounded on the chamber walls with his wrench. He knew they could hear him above. “Fuck you, Tepes, you crazy bastard!” He followed that imprecation up with an awful racket by battering the steel shelves. 

Virginia slumped into her sofa chair. She hadn’t a clue what to say. She and Tepes listened to the racket for several seconds. Then the spokesperson in Virginia rose up to take charge, “Mr. Tepes. He’s tired and disturbed by all this. He’s a writer. Writers have childish temperaments. They do and say things they regret. Happens all the time. Would you give me a chance to talk to him? For the right reward, like a sexy story with me as his primary source, he might be willing to swallow his pride and tell the world only what we would like him to say.”

“Virginia, he’s a dangerous man. He will honor no promises of secrecy. You have just said he’s a man with no moral core.”

“But you see, Mr. Tepes, he’s in love with me. And he will do whatever I ask of him.”

Bruno heard this and stopped bashing the steel shelves. The sudden silence from below became a statement of accord above. Tepes smiled but still wasn’t convinced. “Do you like Tiramisu,” Tepes asked. I have some that has just been shipped in from Italy. “Mr. Tepes,” Virginia stayed on point, “You will have fewer law enforcement agents after you, if we release the writer to the radicals and have them do him in.”

“Killed by radical Muslims,” Tepes answered. “Interesting idea. But I have to be sure of you.”

 “Mr. Tepes, I told you. I despise him for his lack of a moral core. His arrogance. All his pretenses. The way he can use people and then cast them off. The fact that his only goal right now is to save his skin. Remember, he believes in nothing. A man who believes in nothing has no principles. He will do what he’s told to do to stay alive.”

Bruno fell to his knees. That Virginia could so glibly, so blatantly, with not a grace note of remorse or hesitation in her voice, describe him this way devastated him. Did she really believe all this or was it a game? The voices were shut down again. 

Above, Tepes noted, “I will have to think about this, Virginia. In the meantime, I’d like you to occupy the guest cabin behind mine. It’s small but quite adequate until we arrive at port.”

“May I have one last chance to talk to the writer, Mr. Tepes.”

“Well… certainly, if you think that will help. But I assure you, it will take a miracle to convince me he can be trusted. And you stand only to lose by him.”

Virginia got up from her sofa chair. “Mr. Tepes, thank you so much for everything you are doing here. It takes a true savior of the world to take such courageous action.”

Tepes smiled. A buzz on his wheelchair’s small console of keys went off and in a flash Angela Frum appeared through the door and at his side. Angela without a request daubed Tepes mouth with a linen napkin. She never noticed Virginia who was nodding respectfully and taking her leave at the arm of the crew member who had escorted her to Tepes’s quarters. “Oh, Mr. Tepes, may I ask one last question?” 

“Certainly.”

“How long before we disembark?”

“Oh, I reckon another hour or so.”

“Thank you,” Virginia said a bit flirtatiously. “Mr. Tepes, whether you believe me or not, could you do a lady a favor. I really am, like, neurotic. Would it be possible for you to keep that cargo hold door open. You could chain it or place a guard. It terrifies me to be locked up like that.” Tepes received the request but felt no obligation to accept it.

Virginia nodded that she understood, then stepped through the entrance door and was gone. Tepes looked up at Angela for an assessment. Angela shook her head tautly as though preventing a bug from landing on her nose, and the reply was cogently complete.

****

“Is that what you think of me? I’m a pig and a fool.” Bruno balked when Virginia returned.

“I didn’t say that.”

“That’s what I heard.” Bruno didn’t care whether he was overheard or not. “I had you all wrong,” he said.

Commotion outside the cargo hold turned their attention. Suddenly the door popped open and there were inches of space between it being open and closed. Virginia lit up at Tepes's gesture. Then she heard a large wooden gaff come creaking down between the wheel-latch and a brace at the bottom of the wall.

****

“You can’t face up to your faults and you think everybody just loves you, no matter who you are or how you behave. You think you’ve transformed yourself into some kind of smart investigative reporter or something – and with just enough piety and suffering to make you sympathetic. You think life is all about fucking and writing big stories for self-aggrandizement.”

“I don’t think that at all.”

“Yes, you do. And I’m just not like you.” 

Bruno stabbed at the space over his head to get some assurance Virginia was talking to Tepes and not him. Virginia ignored the appeal.

“Look, Bruno, you’re going to have to admit some of your faults and repent. Look around you. We live in a state of chaos, everywhere. If it’s not manmade, it’s the raging natural disasters. They come and go and we forebear, they are chipping away at our confidence”

Bruno didn’t know what to make of the tirade or his situation. Has the woman gone insane, or is she so artful that even he has been fooled. He searched the ceiling and the shelves for a microphone. “You’re fooling yourself, if you think this world just goes on indefinitely, no matter how we behave. It’s written in the scriptures. And I believe in the scriptures”

“So you’re saying I’m a hypocrite. A poser. A threat to mankind.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. You need to change… if you want to have anything to do with me!”

In a muffled, far-away voice: “I thought you were going to come back down here to tell me it was all a trick. And that you had to make it all up.”

“Well, I’m sorry. Repent, before it’s too late.”

Laughter rippled over the speakers and then a familiar voice.  “There’s no need to keep the little playlet going for my sake,” Tepes joshed at his captives from above. Virginia’s posture shrunk at Tepes’s rebuff. Her eyes closed and she fell back against the chamber door. In her open palm, she served up to Bruno a smashed slice of sushi. Bruno grabbed and consumed it, disgusted with himself for taking it without a mitigating hesitation or objection. Then, he realized what Virginia was doing. He took a moment to catch up with her. 

“It’s NOT A LITTLE PLAYLET,” Bruno said to the air over his head. “She means it. She’d sell me out. I can’t believe it.”

Tepes laughed. “Enjoy your sushi, Mr. Turchi. And thank you for the little dramatic turn. It was most entertaining.” Tepes continued to laugh in vicious waves until he clicked off the speakers.

















Chapter Twenty-Five





An hour later, Bruno found himself still flipping a wrench from hand to hand, wondering if he and the wrench could be joined in a brilliant creative mission to escape. The game ended when he tossed the wrench across the room in exasperation. Once the clamor ended, Bruno heard a high-pitched shrieking sound that could only have come as feedback from a microphone. Bruno raced to the spot where the wrench crashed and landed. He looked up and down and behind a stand of shelves.  And there it was. Installed neatly into a protective lockbox was the familiar pocked head of a microphone. Painted in the same dull battleship gray as the shelves, it fit squarely into the gray corner of the shelf post. He banged and slammed and rattled until Virginia noticed. “Bruno, stop that. Please. Stop making all that racket,” she complained as she came to see what all the noise was about.  Bruno pointed out the little gray, pocked head of the microphone. Virginia shrugged and walked back to her seat. Bruno regarded the equipment and the accessories and tools around him. A liquid oxygen tank stood by the side of the shelf. He kicked it to cue Virginia that it was labeled OXYGEN. With fluid, surgical moves, he brought a spare radio speaker to cover the mike, then took Virginia by hand to the furthest point from the microphone and whispered into her ear, “Can’t you blow up a ship with oxygen?” 

“It’s a coolant,” she whispered.  “They’re using the tanks to keep Abdul Abdul’s body from warming.”

 Bruno shoved Virginia over to see the key he’d found that opened the cryogenic tank. “Can we destroy the body by igniting it somehow?” Virginia thought about the possibilities and then dismissed the idea of opening the cryogenic tank for any reason. “Open it for any length of time and fail to ignite it, we’ll wind up just like Nozomu or whoever this man is. And they’ll have three specimens down here instead of one.” 

“Do you really believe I use people?”

“You use women.”

“Women like me. I can’t help that,” Bruno made clear at an excited whisper.

“So you think you can use them?”

“I don’t use them. One woman is great. But she can take over your life.” 

“Some men need to have their lives taken over. For the common good!” 

“Whose decision was this to try to find Nozomu?” Bruno pointed out defensively.

“Maybe Tepes is right,” Virginia snapped in a coarse whisper. “Maybe it is time for a new beginning.”

“Look, your trouble is that you take my lifestyle as some kind of personal affront.”

“I do not!” 

In his belt, Bruno stuffed a manual he’d found on the subject of operating the ship’s generators.  “What’s that,” Virginia asked him more privately. 

“Just some manual on the generators, which aren’t here.”  Bruno showed her the manual and she paged it. “I already looked at it. There’s nothing in it. Think about this, Virginia. You were always beautiful. I was a dork. Women laughed at me and, in some of the most romantic of my teenage experiences, ignored me. So if anything’s true it’s that I’m not bitter and I’m not a woman-hater.” Virginia crept through the pages of the manual as Bruno went on. “I just like women. And they like me. What’s wrong with that?” Virginia was now studying photos of compressed gas tanks, the very type that were standing guard in the corner of the storage room. Virginia checked the pages for notations, then let an emerging idea percolate. She stared into the manual, then, with a gagey click of the cheek, she headed to the tanks. She danced through them looking for a label that might identify what they contained. 

“What?” Bruno short-stepped in and around the street-gang of steel canisters, following her into the darkest corner of the chamber.

“The generators. Their rotors are cooled with hydrogen gas. We used to use it for bioengineering experiments back in university.”

“Hydrogen?”

Virginia pointed to the now-open door, nodded and warned him not to raise his voice. “Mixed with air, it’s like dynamite. We can blow the door open shove the body through it, take it up Tepes’s elevator, weigh it down with a tank tied to it and dump it into the ocean!” 

“What?”

“Hydrogen mixed with air, it’s like dynamite. We can blow the door open shove the body through it, take it up Tepes’s elevator, weigh it down with a tank tied to it and dump it into the ocean!” 

“I heard you the first time. It sounds even stupider when you repeat it!”

“You don’t like that idea.” 

“Like it. I don’t even understand it. This isn’t university lab homework!”

“I’ll explain it as we go. Now help me. First, get into the haz-mat suit.”

“How much nitrogen?” Bruno asked.

“Hydrogen.”

“How much hydrogen?”

“I don’t know.” 

“You don’t know.” 

“Hey, I’m not an engineer.”

“You want to blow a hole through a bank-vault door with hydrogen, and you don’t know how much hydrogen. And if you did know how much hydrogen, you don’t know if we have that much hydrogen.” 

 “It’s a long shot.”

“Long shot? Long shot doesn’t even come close to explaining how long this long shot is.”

“Get into a suit. We have to get rid of this body.” Virginia popped open the haz-mat suit Velcro and zipper. She wasted no time climbing inside and prompting Bruno to do the same. 

“I say we blow the oxygen tank to open the door. It’s smaller. And oxygen is more powerful.”

“No, the nitrogen tank.”

“You mean hydrogen.”

“Hydrogen.”

“You don’t know what you’re doing, do you?” Bruno’s question rose to an appeal. “Do you?”

“You know, if you believed in something, something spiritual, you’d be more confident about everything. And maybe a little more helpful.”

“I’m sorry I’m not your perfect suicide bomber.”

Encased in her haz-mat suit, Virginia picked up the pipe wrench Bruno flung into the shelving. She took up the wrought iron bust of Sir Francis Bacon with a heave and placed it down on the empty aluminum chair. 

Bruno watched her. 

“Okay, it’s risky.”

“I believe you called it a long shot,” Bruno reminded her. As he spoke, Bruno disappeared into the haz-mat suit. Virginia helped him finish zipping up and then elbowed him to assist in walking the waist-high hydrogen tank to the door. Bruno toddled about in his clumsy white suit and headgear following Virginia’s gestures until he set the tank right where she wanted it, just behind the door.

“Now, we can set the tables upright around the tank and cover them with that tarp,” Virginia explained. “That will help concentrate the gas.” Bruno, operating on nothing but a bemused surge of survival hormones, upended the tables and set them by the door as she had ordered, then he stalled a moment to consider the whole arrangement. It began to feel like his boy’s club defense of their tree house when he was nine years old. “Virginia--” he tried to interrupt her actions. “Stop talking and help me throw the tarp.” Bruno posted himself in her way and stopped her. She held the folded blue tarpaulin across her arms urging him with her body to keep going. When she tried to dodge him, he said, “Do you think we’ve both lost our minds?”

“Bruno, get out of my way! We don’t have a lot of time.” 

“Virginia. This isn’t going to work. Hydrogen gas mixed with air, smack a statue with a wrench. Blow up a goddamn steel door.  Drag a diseased corpse to the top deck, hang a tank around his leg. Dump it overboard. And then what do we do, wake up Captain Wacky for some more sushi?” 

In a sardonic singsong, Tepes’s voice sounded over the speakers, “Well, I hear noises. I hear trouble. That won’t do.”

“See! Let’s go!” Virginia appealed. Bruno felt panic as she shoved him into action. He grabbed one end of the tarpaulin and they draped it over the upright tables to wall up the column of gas. Virginia wrenched the tank valve at its neck just enough, and the two pillow-cased swashbucklers listened to a sudden release of invisible hydrogen gas from the tank. “We have it. We have gas,” Virginia cheered. She heard crewmen outside the chamber door tearing the gaff out of the braces while Bruno pressed heavily on the door to squeeze the gaff tighter into the braces. The door shook as the crewmen tried to release it. With no success, they rammed and battered and rammed and battered, jolting Bruno with each bash. “Hurry, now,” Virginia ordered, pointing out Bruno’s next mission to unlock the cryogenic tank. Bruno took the keys and unlocked the cryogenic door. “What’s the plan again?”

“I’m going to strike the bust and spark the hydrogen and air mixture. The tables will help contain the gas for a few minutes while the hydrogen concentrates. And then a spark in, say, two to five minutes, should make it blow.”

“Two to five minutes?”

“Yes.”

“What are we supposed to do for five minutes while the hydrogen leaks out, tell them we’re just freshening up? And how big is this explosion? What if the whole room blows? We’re cotton candy!”

 “You have to get the body out of the tank.  But we have to try to keep it cool. Then we just take it with us through the smoke and lift it over the side. Both of us can do it. We just have to be quick and in sync. Remember, the salt water will destroy the bacillus.”

The ramming got louder and more serious.

“Virginia, atheists aren’t good martyrs. We’re bona fide survivors.”

Virginia hobbled over to Bruno unexpectedly and touched his face mask with hers as a kiss. “It’s time.” Virginia shoved Bruno back to the cryogenic tank while she struck the bust of the venerable Francis Bacon. There was no spark. She struck the bust again. But there was still no spark. She struck it again, and again there was no spark.

The door continued to throb from the pounding. “Virginia, this whole room is going to blow. Us with it.”

The walls were shaking from the pummeling. Bruno could now see sledge hammer dents in the steel. But the door held. “Open up there, or we’ll blast the door in,” came an inhospitable voice between sledge hammer blows.

 “Bruno, I never believed you didn’t have a moral core,” Virginia said, regaining her footing. “I just said that for a trick.” Virginia swiped the bust again, but Sir Francis was not sparking.

“Yes, we can all see, you’re good at tricks.” 

Virginia continued to slam the wrench off the face of the bust. But she achieved nothing but a bust with a badly scared nose and cheek. Three more frantic attempts were also unsuccessful. The ramming and sledge-hammering had loosened the hinges of the once irresistible steel door. Parts of its locking mechanism were flying off and the lock shafts and gears were bending and twisting.  The inside walls were quaking and the shelves were falling all around the intricate scheme. The ramming became ear-numbing, even behind the haz-mat hoods.

With Virginia still having no luck igniting the hydrogen, Bruno stepped out, nabbed the wrench and tossed it aside. Suddenly the gaff ruptured. The door came crashing in on the whole affair -- the tank, the encasing tables, the tarp, the bust on the chair and Bruno’s doddering inflated figure. A symbol of every ancient platitude echoed even today in the works of mindless writing, the bust of Sir Francis sneered up at Bruno from the floor. The air continued to fill with the odorless hydrogen gas.  Virginia tackled Bruno who’d froze in expectation of an explosion. She dragged him back to safety behind the cryogenic tank and the phalanx of compressed-gas cylinders that hovered in the back corner. “If they shoot in here, it’s going to blow!” she whispered.

But the Gerry-rigged explosive still didn’t blow. Instead, it simply hummed out a faint, endless sigh. Finally, the crewmen, baffled at the mess, stormed over the junkyard of collapsed scientific genius, beading their guns on the two captives hiding unsuccessfully within the shadows of the gray cylindrical tanks. Virginia studied the hydrogen leak with a yogi’s concentration as though commanding it through sheer force of mental power to blow. The crewmen studied the couple in the ghostly-white suits, also uncertain what action to take.

 “I would never have let you out of my life. You would have had to leave me. Did you hear what I said?” That was Bruno. He’d given up. His fate, he believed, was in the hands of the crewmen and a self-declared doom-wisher. “Did you hear what I said? I might as well tell you. It’s our last hour, and I wanted you to know that I made up my mind that you were the one.”

Virginia never heard a word. She still hadn’t disengaged from her focus on the leak around the neck of the hydrogen tank, invoking it to tremendous explosive force.

“Did you hear me?”

“Don’t shoot!” she appealed to the crewmen. 

“You’ll have to leave,” a crewman said. The crewmen whisked their weapons about to shew their captives to the shattered entrance. “Do not take any further evasive action.” 

A new scene emerged when Korch entered the chamber. Korch took a good look around, trying to find the rationale that explained the plot. He too was perplexed. 

Tepes’s voice could be heard at the speakers: “I’d hoped this unpleasantry wouldn’t have come to this. But I see no way to save this mission while these renegades remain in our midst. Please do what you have to do.” 

Korch nodded his agreement at the speakers.

 Virginia tried to run at Korch to escape. Bruno stopped her. With a gale of adrenalin surging, Bruno threw open the cryogenic tank door. He propped Virginia up to where she could crawl inside. Virginia stalled. “It’s the only goddamn place to go! Get the hell in before they shoot!” Virginia cringed at the idea and tried to retreat. “I can’t get in there,” she yelled. “I can’t do it. You get in. I can’t do it!” Virginia’s phobic resistance was no match for Bruno’s panic strength. As the crewmen and Korch watched dopily, Virginia’s disgust was knocked out of her when Bruno slugged her as hard as he could across the side of her head. The blow dazed her. He scooped her up and stuffed her into the tank over Abdul Abdul’s body. Distracted by the strange antics, the two strapping crewmen reassessed and reassessed and kept reassessing the scene until their arms dropped haplessly to their sides and they watched Bruno squash himself into the tank alongside Virginia. Bruno slammed the curved cryogenic tank door down hard over himself and his squashed companions. It clapped shut with the sound of a perfect fit.  Inside, Virginia remained barely conscious. Their bodies were crammed in like jarred pickles and they only had moments of air left. The crewmen looked for an order from Korch. Korch took a phone call. “Get off the phone. I’ll call you later. Just take your medicine,” Korch said, and clicked off. Korch picked out a number with his thumbs. He listened for a voice and rushed to a worried alert, “I’m below. They climbed in with the body. He flung his phone across the storage room.

Korch turned to one of the crewmen and grabbed the gun from his hand. In frustration and plain impatience, he aimed and thought to fire into the tank. A manic scowl spread across his face. A sudden second thought over the loss of the sanctity of the cryogenic tank sprung his firing hand up over the tank as his ill-managed motor impulse fired. An impulse too far.

The recovery squad never knew what hit them. Before the bullet even careened off the steel, the chamber lit up in a maelstrom that blew a giant inflating fireball in every direction. The blast severed the mangled door and ripped a wide-mouthed tear in the hull plating, releasing fierce, hungry flames up and over the starboard stern. A rush of sea flooded onto the deck floor raising smoke and soot and mist everywhere. Pressure waves of air blasted flames out the door and across the passageway to the partially opened engine room. A cache of ammunition inside caught a spray of burning fragments, igniting it and setting off another explosion that silenced the engines and ripped more holes into the ship’s hull. 

Sirens blared topside. Smoke, heavy with grit and vaporized plastic, flew about the engine deck. The heat from the firestorm began melting wiring, tubing, stanchions and even the floor to the upper deck. Topside, flames gusted, fed by the natural turbulence of the heat from below and the cold night sea air. The vessel was soon engulfed entirely in flames. Tepes’s locked himself in his captain’s quarters and prayed in his wheelchair. Angela Frum and Commander Farcik knelt alongside him. They believed in miracles and that belief kept them calm. An avalanche of debris and crewmen rumbled about outside the captain’s cabin, throwing everyone to the floor slamming into furniture, including Nathan Tepes, whose cosmeticized head thwacked against a bar rail. Finally, a large fuel tank in the engine room heated and exploded, sending the sea flooding into the lower deck at tsunami force. The main deck was a chaotic staging of panicked sailors racing about fire and smoke to stabilize the ship and download lifeboats. But the effort went for naught. The chain of blasts continued, turning everything within a few minutes to carnage and wreckage. While the remains of the Sir Francis clung to the sea surface, its prow still bobbing about the waves and its upper decks tipping and tilting, sailors and blast debris tumbled into the sea. At last, its time had come and the bombastic prow of the Sir Francis took one last gasp and dipped under the black murky hereafter of the sea, taking everybody and everything on board with it. As the vessel spasmed and sank, flotsam, casks, containers, dewars, refrigerators, cabinets and furnishings appeared about the waters around the ship’s lazy helicoidal spin to the sea bottom. And as final punctuation, Tepes’s cryogenic tank burped up like a spent cartridge casing through a massive hole in the ship’s hull and plopped into the sea. It was bent and smashed, and scalded black at one end with only part of the door remaining. It bobbed to the sea surface with barely a splash and floated there like a soup-can kayak. Three soppy bodies, two dressed in tufts of white nylon, were still inside, squeezed together like a paste. They didn’t move, couldn’t move. Waves splashed water into the tank and little by little the open, floating coffin’s buoyancy diminished and the little junk of debris began to sink.

















Chapter Twenty-Six





The world’s new life forms were calm, passive creatures, cooperative and filled with what the Old Order called Lovingkindness. The musical throb of Guys and Dolls had not yet emerged. But the hum and purr of new life was beginning to blossom anew all about the planet within a few centuries of the end of the Old Order.

The end had finally arrived. How this transpired doesn’t really matter much, after the fact. This is how an apocalypse works. It can happen in a few seconds, or maybe a few days, or maybe a few decades. But once it does occur, it leaves a boulevard of millions of stories and hopes and creeds, none of which can be recorded, and all of which become just a dismal bone yard of the inconsequential and forgotten – replaced by the inalienable tranquility of innocence and imbued with all the possibilities Earth offers, ready and waiting to be hatched.

What did matter was the probability of the world ending and how easily that probability could rise to certainty, given the nature of the creatures the world had spawned. Virginia was right, her species was self-destructive and it was all there in her head all along. Apocalypses and great transformations of nature don’t come as a result of deliberations. They come as spontaneous surprises, cosmic storms that take the world by surprise. But they are not random, as Virginia supposed, they are pre-designed. They are written in life’s code. She surmised this, but she just wasn’t smart enough to know how to explain it to everyone. As a result, she was dumped into the cold sea like all the other detritus and quickly forgotten.

And so it was that no one took much notice sometime after Virginia’s demise when a body of men were raised up “who turned their attention to the prophecies in the midst of much clamor and opposition,” as Sir Isaac Newton predicted. Without anyone suspecting, they made it the mission of their collective mind and will to plan for a new beginning – the New Order mankind had prayed for and pursued for many centuries.  

 And so, all of Virginia’s world, including her lovable, innocent children, vanished, leaving behind a few sticks and stones. There were no longer intrusive creeds or groaning oppositions or infallible declarations of right and wrong, except what might have been written on the few sticks and stones. 

The waters that swallowed up the Sir Francis were still there. The Sir Francis rotted away, its bones buried within the maws of tiny sea creatures that consumed it and preserved it at the same time on the sea floor.  Virginia, in the same way, had also been preserved somewhere at sea. Maybe it was the butterfly in her. The butterfly had no face and no voice. It had only its fleeting presence. It came, and in a blink, it disappeared. But Virginia delighted in knowing it would return again. How did she know? And why?  She never figured this out during the time she lived. But something told Virginia that she would return just as the butterfly always did. That would be merciful, especially since she played such a critical role in bringing the world she lived in to an end.

****

They looked dead at first. The cold waters that had soaked them were kept cold by the landless low temperatures and the icy winds that sported about the night sea in October. 

But as the sun and temperatures rose, as did the gleeful sounds of squawking sea birds over the licking sighs of gentle wavelets. And through this gentle music of nature, the dead suddenly showed signs of life. Air was being consumed, however inconsistently, and vital signs returned to near normal. One creature in the open, floating coffin of the cryogenic tank began to heave. It was Virginia Soderberg. Virginia hadn’t given up her life just yet. She dreamed that she had died and that her mission had failed and the earth was a barren planet like Mars or Venus. It appeared to her that night without life as she knew it. This was the future, Earth’s serene contemplative future, a time and place where potential for grace and good will would thrive again. It was the unconscious, happy haven she'd been wondering about for months.  

 It was her place of comfort. It was open to her whenever she sought it out, a station of timeless dimensions that existed in the circuits of the most dynamic areas of her brain, areas she never knew existed. These were sharply firing areas that came to life when Virginia’s senses shut down, areas rich with intuitive knowledge.  

Virginia woke to the quiet sea-tossing of the battered canister she was in, waves lapping about it rocking it like a cradle. It was soothing. It wasn’t until Virginia opened her eyes inside her protective suit and found herself kissing the lips of what she believed to be Nozomu’s sheared and fleshless face that she remembered where she was and what might have happened to her. Her first scream could be heard by no one but herself. She scratched about to try climbing out of the tank. That’s when she saw Bruno. How could he sleep through such a thing, was her first thought. As the fogginess cleared and the sea goo and scum dripped from her visor, she could see Bruno’s face and head. His head was bruised and bleeding. She could see through a tattered haz-mat hood that one eye was swollen into a pomegranate and streaked with gore. She wasn’t sure whether Bruno had made it back to life, but she felt a comfort that he was still there with her. She had no power in the muscles that would lift her out of the tank, so she lay there, along with Bruno and the contaminated remains of Abdul Abdul,which was still active with infection in the icy cold waters. They drifted for some time. After what seemed to her millennia, surrounded by waters that could have been those from her imagined New Order, she heard the sounds of the world she remembered crackling again. Her escape from the cutter and the clutches of mad captors she realized had been the comic result of a complete accident, a surreal turn of unexpected events and good fortune, the irrational random twist of whimsical fate that would save her from demise. Her escape had nothing to do with a workable plan or a scheme. It was a another fluke. She and Bruno should have been dead with sharks all taking their ravenous share of what was left of them.



U.S. government agents in helicopters, commanded by the previously misled Major Frier, dipped over the waters not far from where the aircraft’s radar spotted a disturbance in the sea. Major Frier’s ship, a part of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, had begun searching for the Sir Francis when it got calls from several land based and sea radar installations of the ship’s disaster.  Through a series of skillful swoops down to the sea, the helicopter lowered one of its rescue experts by cable ladder to where the cryogenic tank was still floating. Within minutes, they had Virginia braced on the ladder and heading up into the cabin of the helicopter. When the expert returned down his ladder for Bruno, he found the cryogenic tank slowly sinking and Bruno flapping about hanging onto a floating ship’s cabinet. His tattered haz-mat hood, sliced across the temple area drifted away from him as he convulsed violently, spitting up sea water. Before he would let his rescuer harness him, Bruno flipped over the cryogenic tank with Abdul Abdul inside, watched it fill with water and head half a mile down to the bottom of the Sea of Japan.

















Chapter Twenty-Seven





The intervention took Virginia and Bruno from Japan to Guam, where they spent three days recovering from the trauma and the wounds suffered at sea, debriefing the military on their encounter with the Islamic radicals and with Tepes and sharing everything they knew about their friends Nozomu and Yukichi. Their briefing and related intelligence became immediately classified. Virginia took three successive showers that first night in Guam and Bruno took one shower, which lasted fifty-five minutes until the hot water ran out. In keeping with their wishes, Virginia and Bruno were flown directly back to Detrick, Maryland. There was a small crowd there from Homeland Security to greet them. But no reporters or journalists. No cheers. No celebrations. Just a snappy few hugs and welcomes followed by a carefully prepared rush into and through the airport corridors to waiting government vans.



Virginia was given a new position within the Department of Homeland Security, again in keeping with her wishes. During her first day at her new job, she got a congratulatory call from Pete Rafferty, who began with a long, hopeful, speechless grin, and Carla Beam. She met several fellow workers that same day, who all seemed normal and efficient, friendly and sincere, until one of the older gentleman stepped into her office with an envelope and a Welcome Aboard from the staff. In the envelope was a letter asking Virginia if she’d be interested in joining an exclusive group called Zealots To Take Back America. The letter made her physically sick and she took an early lunch at Landau’s on Breyer Street where she had two beers with Bruno. Bruno showed her a first draft of his new article entitled Spokesperson for the Apocalypse. She chuckled at the title and craned over her beer to thank him with a kiss.

With the permission and assistance of DHS, Bruno went on to finish the piece for the New Yorker.  It was largely about the frightful reality of groups, world leaders and powerful people who believe in and hope for the End Days, a piece the New Yorker thought to be intended as humor, and which they praised for its interesting imaginative scenarios and dry wit. Bruno had not been given the authority to reveal in the article what had really happened to him on the cutter, Sir Francis. But he was able to reference Virginia’s worries as his essential “government source,” spokespersons for NASA, local Muslim and Christian leaders two special bioengineers who blissfully reemerged intact, the great bioengineer, Yukichi Chido, who claimed he’d been vacationing in Tokyo when the b. subtilis was stolen, and Nozomu Sakata, who explained that he was at a showing of Guys and Dolls when invaders overcame his gardener and ran off with a test strain of the b. subtilis.  Bruno also found that the Dorrance research team, which had been disbanded until a new protocol could be agreed upon, served to provide background material on the possibilities for bioengineering mishaps that could endanger large portions of the population. 

Both Virginia and Bruno received citations for bravery from the Secretary of Homeland Security, which Virginia insisted she would accept on behalf of Yukichi and Nozomu. Bruno found the citation strangely gratifying. His acceptance speech included this line: “But seriously, I don’t think I did anything all that special, yeah, I saved the whole wide world and all the future generations and all their hopes and dreams and the future of the entire human species, but it isn’t anything anybody else wouldn’t have done.”  Bruno’s audience felt good knowing they too could just as readily have saved the whole wide world. They also felt satisfied that a book on the subject was also in the works. A sense of rightness and justice prevailed throughout the champagne drinking fest and mixer that followed.

Virginia, with the help of her children, was putting the finishing touches on a dinner, an official, long-overdue welcome home dinner that would also be a birthday party for Greta who’d turned a year older. Greta was in charge, and found her mother notably willing to take a back seat and watch the festivities unfold. Their special guest was a still recuperating Bruno Turchi, who’d been in continuous treatment for mysterious joint inflammations and other painful disorders since his rescue at sea. Virginia suspected that the post-traumatic stress made for good interviews to promote his feature article and endear him further to the Soderbergs.

The dinner went swimmingly, except for the one interruption. The television was on, and Bruno leaped to his feet to catch a story on the news about Fort Detrick area Muslim clerics trying to leave the U.S. and return to Iran. They’d been apprehended at a small Detrick airport by the FBI. Bruno called Virginia in to watch her friend, Special Agent Templeton, give a statement to the press. “These men have been among us for several years, and lived as good citizens of our community. It took patient investigative work, but we believe we have finally traced certain terrorist conspiracies to their leadership. Why they turned to this alleged criminal behavior will be a question we’ll try to answer during the coming weeks and during their trial.” The news piece closed with snippets of Imam Feisal, Imam Abdurrahman, the Tall Imam and others being arrested at their community center. 

“Look, there they are,” Bruno said. “People. Just people. Why couldn’t they just build another free-lunch counter for the homeless and forget blowing up the world.”  

Virginia saw enough. She shut the television, lifted Bruno from his sofa chair and his coffee and said, “What’s your big surprise.”

“After dinner, I’m taking everyone to the haunted house for dessert.”

“What. You’re taking a stressed, paranoid woman to a haunted house?” “

“It’s down in Hybla Valley, a quiet little village just south of D.C. it’s not far. Remember, we were going to go there months ago, but that’s when you were a spy and everybody was chasing us.” Bruno checked for a reaction from Virginia. She didn’t find the jest funny. “It’s supposed to be haunted. Some old Civil War soldier. People see him at night.”

“I think I’d just like to concentrate on the here and now for a change. I like the here and now. The here and now makes me feel I know what’s happening.”

“Come on. It’s Greta’s birthday. It’s Halloween next week. I thought the girls would like to go to a real haunted house. They have a restaurant with an ice cream parlor, and the girls can have anything they want.”

“I don’t think…”

“Let them decide. Cat’s seven. Come on. She can handle it. Ask her.”

The girls loved the idea, and within an hour, were stumbling in mock nervousness in front of a fine old Georgian hotel with a ramshackle roof, shuttered windows and a pampered garden wrapped around the hotel from front to back. Inside was a well-kept, tidy interior of darkened wainscoting, old portraits of long-dead residents, broad, hand-hewn ceiling beams, stately old furniture and low-wattage area lamps that gave the old hotel a faded, ominous sense of disuse, the perfect hideaway for ghosts. Bruno teased Virginia as they walked in by sneaking creepy fingers across her shoulders and down her upper arm. She brushed him off and stifled a laugh when their host came to welcome them and to enter their names into the register.

“This house is almost two hundred years old. It’s seen an awful lot. Lot of things happened here,” Bruno said to the girls as he read from the hotel brochure. “Look, here’s a picture of it a hundred years ago.”

“Gloomy,” Greta said. 

“Look, it says a troop of civil war soldiers stayed here. And one of them died here of his wounds.”

“That’s terrible. I’ll bet he just liked it here. It’s nice. It’s old. But it’s nice. It’s like a museum,” Sarah said. 

“But a museum where you can sit down and have dessert,” Greta reminded. “The Franklin Institute is like that.”

“Yeah, I liked the Franklin Institute,” Sarah said.

 “Let’s get dessert and then we can read the brochure,” Greta continued to sound as though she were in charge. 

 “Except these are better desserts than the Franklin Institute,” Bruno said. “And look, it says, people claim they see this old guy every so often in the windows. Whoa. That’s freaky. So keep your eyes open.”

Virginia herded everyone into the hotel restaurant where they were met by a young man employed to find everyone an agreeable table. Patrons at two or three other tables were dressed casually and flashed knowing smiles of mutual paranormal interest at the new diners as they were led to a table. “I’m having ice cream. I just want chocolate ice cream,” Cat informed everyone before anyone else could speak.

“Will we have more wars? I can’t believe we have wars. Can’t you just say bad things about somebody and then go home?” That was Sarah looking at her menu, but wondering about the poor Civil War soldier who might have been there looking over her shoulder.

“I’m afraid we’ll always have wars, Greta,” Bruno answered matter-of-factly.

“Why?” Greta wondered.

“Well, it’s one of the ways we protect our… destiny.”

“What’s destiny,” Sarah wanted to know.

“Destiny… is sort of like your future.”

“So as long as we have a future, we’ll have wars?”

“I think you could say that.”

“Don’t tell them that,” Virginia objected. “I don’t believe that. Girls, someday, we’ll be without wars. Someday, we’ll be smart enough to know how to settle differences without wars.”

Bruno laughed. Virginia glared at him to stop.

“Do you think we’ll see the soldier?”

“Well, maybe. That’s why a lot of people come here. Because they hope to see him.”

“I’m having the double-chocolate brownie with vanilla ice cream,” Greta announced.

“Me too,” Sarah had no doubts.

“I just want chocolate ice cream,” Cat repeated.

“Why is the soldier haunting the hotel?” Sarah wanted to know.

“He’s living in the past. Can’t give it up. For some reason. That’s what some dead people do.”

“Some living people too,” Bruno added.

“Can we order something for the soldier,” Greta asked. “If he doesn’t want it, we can eat it.” Bruno loved the idea. He hugged Greta, blew kisses around the table. “Absolutely,” Bruno said. “How about an apple cobbler with caramel sauce?” Everybody agreed that the Civil War soldier would just love apple cobbler with caramel sauce.

“Hey, everybody, remember, I also have a cake at home, so we can sing Happy Birthday. Let’s not get piggy.”

“Mom,” Cat said looking around for the Civil War soldier. “Do you think he can hear what we’re saying?”

“Maybe he can,” Greta took the question. “Hello, Mr. Civil War soldier. “We’re ordering you some dessert. I hope you like apple pie.” The girls giggled at Greta’s greeting. “I always thought that ghosts come out in dreams. That’s a good place to see ghosts. Isn’t that true?”

“I never dreamed of a ghost,” Virginia felt obliged to confess.

“Neither did I,” Bruno said.

“I had a dream last night,” Cat noted. “A big dream. You know, one that lasts a long time. It was a nice dream. Not about ghosts. I dreamt about a butterfly. It was so pretty. And it was flying around in this big field and I could see the ocean.”

“Save it, Cat! Save it,” Virginia insisted. “Waiter, can we order,” Virginia called and waved at the young man who showed them to their table. 

“The dream was a nice dream,” Cat went on.

“Cat, how about two dips of chocolate ice cream.”

Cat’s green eyes sparkled in gratitude. This was a turn of events she couldn’t possibly have imagined as she nodded and went on to ponder the mystery of her blessing.





THE END
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