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Enzo woke up from the same dream that had been plaguing him all week. More of a nightmare, really. It was an odd mixture of fact and fantasy, the right people in the wrong place, rooms added to buildings from other times and places. Reality jumbled up. But at the core it was the same story, and that story was all too real.

Kyoko was standing in a field of tall grass, completely naked. Enzo ran to her and she assumed a defensive pose, one he'd taught her and made her practice hundreds of times. But something was a little off. Her arm just a little too high. He decided to teach her a lesson so she didn't make that same mistake again. He lept at her, grabbed the outstretched arm and yanked it back behind her. Then a loud snap and a shriek.

Enzo awoke from the dream sweating, shivering. How many more times would he have to replay it. How many variations could his mind devise to torture him. He got up to begin his morning meditation, sitting in lotus position on a small pillow, facing the bare white wall. With a deep breath he centered himself. Focusing on his breathing he could feel body and mind slipping away. Deeper and deeper. There was a glimmer of light that at first seemed to hang before him in midair. But as his eyes regained focus he saw that it was a reflection on the wall. Turning to the window, he saw the light bouncing off the windshield of a black sedan parked across the street. “Impossible. They can't have found me. I left no trace.”

A knock at the door confirmed his fear. Enzo reached under his futon and pulled out a short sword, which he held behind his back. Standing to the side of the door he called out, “who is it?”

“Mr. Bashkim, I need to have a word with you. I think you know who I represent.”

“Whom,” Enzo muttered to himself. He unlocked the door and took a step back. “Come on in.”

A man in a black suit and red, white, and blue tie walked in, looked past Enzo, and smiled.

“You're slipping Mr. Bashkim. I can see your sword reflected in that mirror.”

“What makes you think I didn't want you to see it?”

The man fixed his tie, cleared his throat and nodded to some overturned milks crates. “Should we sit down?”

“I prefer standing. State your business and get out of here.”

“Simple enough. We need your help.”

“I'm done helping.”

“I haven't even told you what—”

“I don't care. Someone wants to blow up the world? Let them. Someone wants to poison all the water? Be my guest. It's already half poisoned anyway. Finish the job and get it over with.”

“I thought you were some kind of Zen Master, sworn to save everyone from suffering or something lofty like that. I don't see how you're saving anyone holed up in this depressing apartment.”

“Well, it's hard to save all sentient beings, whether you're in a depressing apartment or on top of the world. But it's worth trying. Have you ever meditated?”

“Mr. Bashkim, I have one thing I need to do today and that's get you to headquarters. If I fail to do such a simple thing, then I will be the one suffering. So why don't you at least save one sentient being from suffering today and work on the rest tomorrow.”

Enzo noticed something outside and moved slowly to the window. He smiled.

“So how do you plan on getting me downtown?”

“As I'm sure you can see, I drove.”

“Well, you're short a tire.”

The man ran to the window and looked out, then ran out of the apartment and down to his car. Enzo followed him outside.

“Nice car”

“Very funny. Who the hell steals one tire? What good is one tire?”

“I think it's more of a message.”

“I'd like to send a message right back. I should have every one of these people tossed in jail. How can you stand to live here?”

“The rent is cheap.”

“That's because life is cheap.” He looked up and down the street, then back at Enzo. “Mr. Bashkim, I have to get you downtown.” 

Enzo looked the man over. He was sweating in his wool suit and his face was turning a shade of red that was somewhere between extreme frustration and heat stroke.

“Ok, I'll go downtown. We can take the subway, it's faster than driving. Especially on three wheels.”

The train was relatively empty, and the air conditioning was working for once. The two men sat in silence, Enzo sitting quietly with his eyes half closed while the man in the suit tried to call headquarters on his cell phone.

“Can't get a damned signal.”

“Nope. You'll just have to be patient.”

“Not my strong suit.”

“Me neither. So, you gonna tell me your name?”

“Rudolph.”

“Hah. That's your cover. They've been recycling those for years. I think I was Rudolph about twenty years ago. No, I meant your real name. The one your parents gave you.”

“You know I'm not allowed—”

“Alright, forget it.”

The walk from the subway stop to headquarters was just a few blocks, but by the time they got there Rudolph was soaked with sweat again. He flashed his security badge when they got to the mirrored glass building that served as headquarters for the most secret intelligence agency in the country. This got them into a small room where fingerprint and iris scans were done. Then it was down a long sterile hall with blueish fluorescent lighting to the large meeting room. Enzo had been there too many times before. For him it always meant the beginning of another mission. And every mission meant the same thing. Death. Not for him, not yet. But for someone. Lots of someones. People who needed to die, so that other people didn't die. Now it all seemed like a big pointless game with endless losers. The ones that thought they were winning were the biggest losers of all.

When Enzo walked in he saw a few familiar faces and nodded in their direction, then took a seat. Rudolph sat next to him, looking like the dog that brought back the dead duck. Enzo saw the smirk on his face and leaned toward him.

“You're not coming with me, you know.”

“But they said—”

“I don't care what they said. I work alone. Always. No exceptions.”

“Didn't you work with Ms. Isamu on that Middle East matter?”

Enzo sat up and called out, “Alright, I'm here, let's get started.”

General Hanson, a tall man in his 60s stood up. “Good to see you again MQ1.”

“I'm just Enzo now.”

“Not for long. I won't waste your time. It's the usual scenario. Bad people want to do bad things. We want to stop them. We can get into the details later. The only question is will you come out of retirement.”

“I didn't retire, I was fired.”

“You resigned.”

“If you want to call it that, fine. I don't do this anymore. I don't kill. I'm useless to you, so you'll just have to train some other sucker. Rudolph here could probably take my place if he can ever get out of that fifty pound suit he's wearing.”

“Rudolph will be assisting you.”

“No he won't, you know I won't work with a partner.”

“Then it's agreed, you'll take the job, but you work alone. I'll have Rudolph brief you. You two can go talk in the cafeteria. I suspect you haven't eaten yet today.”

“You do know the quickest way to a man's heart, General, but I'm not agreeing to anything.”

“You two have a chat over brunch and let me know what you decide.”

At that Rudolph stood and indicated for Enzo to follow him. Rudolph loosened his tie as they walked back down the empty hallway.

“Of course, the cafeteria is no good. Let's head to my office. I had food sent up.”

“You better have someone rescue what's left of your car while you're at it.”

“That car sends out its own service call if it's damaged in any way.”

“Hm. Sounds like they've come up with a few new toys while I've been gone. Too bad I won't be playing with any of them.”

“Let's talk about that. Here’s my office.”

They walked into a smallish office with a large wooden desk and a table off to the side. The table was covered with trays of food, including fresh cut fruit, pitchers of juice, and a pot of fresh coffee.

“Not bad, Rudolph. Back in my day it was donuts and pastries.”

“I requested this specially for you. Donuts and pastries are still the default meal around here.”

“Good to hear some things never change. Ok, let's talk business.”

Enzo ate while Rudolph pulled a file from the desk drawer and spread out some pictures across the desktop.

“These are some of the major power plants across the world. They all have one thing in common. The software they run on has been hacked into. The hackers have loaded software that could effectively take control of these power stations and turn off electricity for about 80% of the world.”

“So why don't you have our hackers get in there and remove the software.”

“Too late. We didn't find this on our own. We were informed by the people who put it there, an organization that calls itself the Electricity Liberation Front.”

“ELF? They need to work on their name.”

“To tell you the truth, at first we thought it had to be a joke. Now we just wish it were. The E.L.F. is monitoring the computers it has hacked into. If we attempt to access the computer and remove their software, they will activate it.”

“If you can't access the computers, how do you know this is real.”

“They did an impressive demo, orchestrating very short power outages in several small cities across the world with five seconds between each one. For the grand finally, they caused an energy spike at one power station that caused a transformer to blow up.”

“Ok, that is impressive.”

“It gets better. Or worse, I suppose. They have control of nuclear power plants and claim they can make any or all of them blow up any time they choose.”

“Any confirmation of that?”

“We've consulted with the top dogs at some of these power plants and gone over what the software on their systems can and can't control. It would take someone with a very detailed understanding of the system to do this, but yes, it is possible. Needless to say, we won't be asking for a demo to prove their claim.”

“Nice. So these ELF people are serious. Serious elves.”

“I'm glad you see the humor in it. They could contaminate several large metropolitan areas with deadly levels of radiation if they blew these power stations, and meanwhile plunge most of the rest of the world into darkness. Hospitals would be running on emergency generators for a while, then even they would be shut down. Same for water treatment and sewage treatment plants. It would be total chaos. World markets, of course, would collapse, military rule would need to be imposed.”

“Well we can't have the stock market crashing now can we.”

“I'd say it's a bit more serious than that.”

“Agreed.”

“So far they've demanded gold, a lot of gold. Obviously, if we deliver what they want, there will be more demands. They're getting impatient with our stall tactics and are threatening more devastating demonstrations in the near future.

Enzo stood up, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. “Sounds like you boys have your work cut out for you. This is exactly the type of thing I was dealing with when I . . . resigned. This is what I was leaving, and there's no way I'm coming back now. You and the Russians or Chinese or whoever is behind these freaking elves will have to duke it out without me.”

“There's more.”

“I don't want to hear it.”

“They have hostages.”

“The old belt and suspenders approach. Holding the world hostage isn't enough, they want a few live bodies to sweeten the pot.”

Enzo started out the door. Rudolph put a hand on his shoulder.

“They have Kyoko.”

Enzo froze. He felt like someone had ripped his brain out through his stomach, taking his heart along for the ride. Slowly, he turned around and faced Rudolph.

“But . . . how . . . why?”

“After you left, she became our top agent. After all, she was trained by the best. She was sent out to infiltrate the E.L.F. We lost communication with her for a month. Then they sent these.”

Rudolph handed Enzo a stack of pictures. There was Kyoko in a small prison cell with a machete held against her throat, her arms bound behind her. Enzo dropped the pictures on the ground. He sat down on the desk, knocking over a glass Empire State Building paperweight. It smashed on the floor, but Enzo didn't seem to notice. Rudolph picked up the pictures and put them back in the file.

“I'm guessing that means you're in.”

Enzo looked at Rudolph, still stunned.

“Do you know where she is?”

“We have a few leads, but no specific location. You'll be pretty much starting from scratch on this one. We kept expecting her to resurface with all the info we needed, so not much has been happening on our end.”

“What kind of resources do I have?”

“The usual. You'll have a team of five desk boys here working on your case full time. In the field you have me. If you don't want to take me with you, you can still utilize me.”

“When do I start?”

“Now. I'm giving you an encrypted laptop with all the information we have, plus my contact information. I'm RQ5, but Rudolph is fine since I haven't used this cover for any other projects. You'll be—”

“I'll be Enzo. I want them to know who's coming and why. I just want Kyoko back. Any intel I scrape up along the way, you're welcome to it. You can crack the case and grab the glory. I just want Kyoko.”

“That's . . . risky. If they know who you are—”

“There's nothing they can do to me.”

“But they have her. It could make things more . . . difficult for her.”

“Then use MQ1 if it makes you happy. Hell, call me Sally, what difference does it make. If these guys are smart enough to get this far, they'll figure out who I am before I walk in the door.”

“Come on, let's get the laptop and your weapon.”

“I don't need a weapon, I won't use it.”

“Don't be an ass, you'll never survive without a weapon.”

“I've stopped killing.”

“From what I hear, you don't need a weapon to kill. Your skills in the martial arts are more than enough for that. A weapon just helps keep the bad guys away.”

“You've thought it all through, haven't you.”

“I've tried. I'm sure there's something I've missed.”

“That's the smartest thing you've said all day, RQ. Ok, let's go.”

Rudolph lead Enzo to the weapons room first, where he picked out a few non-lethal sprays, as well as some throwing knives. Next he was given the encrypted laptop and shown how to use it. Rudolph lead him back outside where a black sedan was waiting.

“I'm sure you don't want me tagging along right now. The car will take you home, or where ever you want. Here's an encrypted cell phone. My number is listed under RQ1. The general is GZ1. Your staff is ST5. Passwords are the same as on the laptop. When you need to travel, let the staff know, they'll take care of everything.”

Enzo didn't respond, other than to nod his head. He got into the black sedan and told the driver to take him for a ride through the city. Enzo opened the laptop, booted up, and started sifting through the sparse data. Headquarters had really let this one go. They'd put too much faith in one agent, and now she was one more pawn in the game. And so was he, for that matter.

Enzo looked up as they passed a cafe Kyoko liked to go to. A few blocks down was the book store where they'd wandered up and down the aisles together. It seemed like every block brought a new memory. He looked back at the laptop and tried to concentrate. It was like doing a dot to dot with only two or three dots. There was so little to go by. His best approach would be to take the same path Kyoko had. He would probably be captured, but that was the quickest path to ending up where she was. From there he would just have to improvise. There wasn't time to do it any other way.

He told the driver to head for his apartment, then called his staff and told them to schedule a flight for Morocco the next morning. That's where she'd started, and that's where he hoped to pick up her trail.

Once home he packed the bare minimum in a small black bag, shoved the laptop under his futon, and sat on a pillow, facing the wall, meditating.

The next morning he called the desk boys and arranged a flight for later that day. He called up Rudolph and told him to pick up the laptop and the cell phone from his apartment, Enzo had no more use for them.

Outside the sun had only just come up but the blacktop already looked like it was going to melt. Enzo jogged to the park, then picked up the pace once he got there, passing the occasional sleeping bum and drug dealer. The humidity made the air thick but Enzo pushed himself hard. He'd allowed himself to get weak, soft. There was no time to make up for it now, but at least he could test his limits.

On his fifth time around the big pond with the decaying boathouse, he sped up, more and more until his heart felt like it would blast out of his chest and plop into the pond with a sizzle. When he couldn't take another step he crouched by the jogging path, just under the shade of a tree, gasping for air. The grass seemed very green for a moment, then settled back to its normal shade as his breath slowed back down. He noticed one of the dealers watching him. Enzo got up and slowly walked back home. His lungs and legs hurt, his heart still pounded. Not good. He'd have to find a gym once he got to Morroco and start working himself back into shape. At minimum he needed to get his endurance back.

There were footsteps behind him.

“Did you want to buy something, bud?”

“No thanks, just taking a morning run.”

“Keep me in mind if you need anything.”

Enzo turned to face the man. He looked deep into his eyes, searching. The dealer started to get nervous.

“What's the matter bud, you looking for problems?

“Is it a good living?”

“Don't be stupid.”

“Are you happy with this career choice?”

“Now you're making fun, is that it?”

“I really want to know. Do you feel fulfilled?”

“I don't need jokers, especially this early in the day. Go take your jog, bud. And take your jokes with you.”

“Can do.”

Enzo slowly jogged off while the dealer kept an eye on him. By the time he got home, Enzo was soaked through with sweat. He jumped in the shower and was just rinsing off when he thought he heard something. He quickly dried off and opened the bathroom door. He walked quietly around the apartment, beads of sweat already forming on his dry skin. The door to the apartment was ajar. Enzo shut it, then checked under the futon. His laptop was gone. He looked at the desk where he'd left his cell phone. It was still there. Enzo called Rudolph.

“Did you pick up the laptop?”

“Not yet.”

“Well someone beat you to it.”

“You've gotta be kidding.”

“I wish I were. How good is the encryption on that thing?”

“Standard for HQ.”

“Crap. They're about five years behind when it comes to software security. That's what happens when you leave old men in charge.”

“So now what.”

“So now we assume they know I'm coming, which is what I wanted anyway. Change my flight from Morocco to Madrid. There's someone I should meet with in Spain anyway, then I'll continue overland from there. I can be ready to go soon. Send a car. Let's get this party started.”

Enzo hung up the phone and was about to toss it under the futon, then thought better of it and packed it in the small black bag he was taking with him. He got dressed, then looked out the window. There was already a black sedan waiting. He set the alarm in this apartment, for what good it would do, and went down to the waiting car. Rudolph stepped out of the back and held the door for Enzo, who gave him a chuck on the shoulder.

“I can't seem to get rid of you.”

“I figured I'd tag along to the private airport, just in case you decided you wanted help on this trip.”

“Your tenacity is admirable, but I'm afraid this is a solo job. You'll be glad to know, however, I've decided to take the cell phone with me.”

“I am glad to know that. You've been out of the game for a while, it always helps to have a plan B.”

They rode in silence the rest of the way. When they got to the airport, Enzo turned to Rudolph.

“Any last words of wisdom?”

“Don't get killed.”

“Thanks, RQ. You're a true inspiration.”

A blast of humidity hit Enzo when he opened the door, and by the time he got on the small plane that awaited him, he was already sweating again. Better get used to it, he told himself, it's going to get a lot hotter before this thing is done.

Normally there would be a dossier with the latest intel waiting for him when he got on the plane. In this case there was just a thin folder. Inside it was a note, “No current updates.” Enzo buckled himself in for the takeoff, then once they were in the air found a pillow and sat on the floor of the plane, breathing in the cool air. After an hour of meditation, he went up front to talk to the pilot. Enzo knocked on the cockpit door a few times but there was no answer. He tried the handle but it was locked. He pulled out one of the throwing knives strapped to his calf, and slid it into the crack in the door, working at the latch until it came loose. He opened to door to find the cockpit empty. There was a seat for the pilot, but no pilot. The plane seemed to be flying itself. Enzo called Rudolph.

“RQ1. Shouldn't there be a pilot on this plane?”

“The pilot is at headquarters. Remote control. It's more efficient that way. One pilot can fly several planes at once.”

“And what happens if there's a problem?”

“We haven't had a single crash yet.”

“Yet. Very nice.”

“Relax MQ. Go take a nap. Read a book.”

“Perhaps someone at headquarters could read a book for me.”

Enzo hung up. He watched the endless ocean passing below him, then walked back to his seat, leaned back, and slept. In his dream, he knew it was coming, and he dreaded it. He knew before he saw her that she would be there. This time in a red dress that flowed behind her as she leapt at him. That damned arm was at the wrong angle. Enzo grabbed the arm and . . . snap. Her scream lasted forever, but there were no tears in her eyes. Only anger.

He awoke with his heart pounding. Would the dream stop if he saved her? Was he really saving himself? Was he ready now to let her in, after pushing her away for so long?

Enzo got up and walked to the cockpit door. With one of his knives he marked an X, then he walked to the back of the plane and threw the knife. He missed the X by a few inches. He threw his remaining three knives with equal imprecision. Not good enough. He continued practicing for the next three hours until he was coming within an inch on every throw and hitting the X every third or fourth throw. He could feel the plane beginning to descend and looked out the window. Endless fields, a few windy roads, and suddenly Madrid. He'd always loved this city with its blend of old world and new. He sat down for the landing, which was bumpy enough to almost knock him out of his seat. A voice came over a speaker above his head.

“Sorry about that.”

“Who is this?”

“PB9”

“Have you ever flown an actual plane?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry about that. I was landing two planes at the same time. It doesn't normally work out that way.”

“Ah, efficiency.”

“There will be a car waiting for you sir. Red Jag. No driver. Keys are under the floor mat.”

“Thanks PB.”

The plane taxied right up to the car. Enzo hopped out of the plane, into the car, found the key, and drove off toward the suburbs of Madrid. On Ricardo Ortiz there were several non-descript apartment buildings. He parked next to one, and rang the buzzer for apartment 3C. Nothing. He rang a few more times. Finally a sleepy female voice answered.

“Quien es?”

“Enzo.”

“Que? No puede ser.”

The door lock buzzed and Enzo pushed his way into the dank corridor and ran up three flights of stairs. She was peeking out the doorway, long dark hair, dark eyes that shined in the dim hallway. She opened the door when she saw him, and when Enzo held out his hand to shake hers, she brushed it aside and grabbed him in a warm, tight embrace.

“Enzo, Enzo. How lucky my life is become now.”

“We need to talk, I'm here on business.”

“Si, siempre negocios. Ya lo se. Come inside and we will talk business.”

She lead him inside a small but stylish apartment.

“You want wine?”

“Business, Maria, Business.”

“You haven't changed.”

“Have you had any contact with Kyoko in the last few months?”

“Last time I saw her was with you. She kept giving you that look. I think she love you.”

“I need to find her.”

“You lost your little apprentice? You did fine without her when you came to visit me that night.

“Maria, she's in danger.”

“Try Morocco. They got plenty of danger there.”

“That's actually where I'm going next.”

“I can come with you.”

“This is a solo job.”

“Like I said, you haven't changed. Men never change, they have to be the big boy making all the big decision. They never realize who is really running the show.”

“I should be going.”

“Is that little bag all you travel with?”

“Yes.”

“Rest a while, I'll wash your clothes. I'll wash you.”

“That's a generous offer, but I don't have time. Her life's in danger.”

“And what about me?”

“Someday I'll come rescue you too.”

Maria leaned over and gave Enzo a long deep kiss. She leaned back and stared into his eyes.

“I would like that, Enzo.”

She leaned in for another kiss, but Enzo jumped up and headed for the door.

“Thanks for your help, Maria. Adios.”

“Hasta pronto, mi amor.”

Enzo drove to the highway and headed back to the airport. The plane was where he’d left it. His cell rang.

“This is PB7, I see you're back at the airport. Where to?”

“How exactly do you see that?”

“GPS on the cell.”

“Lovely. Yes, let's go to Rabat. I'm not getting anything here. Or did you already know that too?”

“I just fly the planes sir.”

“Well let's hope you're better than PB9.”

“Oh, P. Bouncy Niner? He's still working on that landing.”

“Well let's have him practice on someone else from now on.”

“Can do.”

Enzo got on the plane. It was a short flight and soon he touched down in Morocco. Just like in Madrid, there was a car waiting. This time a black Audi. He drove east to Meknes where he ditched the car and headed by foot deep into the old marketplace. He walked through a shop with ornate wooden sculptures, back to a dark narrow staircase that lead up to a room where several men sat watching an older man carving wood. Enzo passed them and knocked on a heavy door. The men looked up from the old sculptor and watched Enzo closely. The door opened and a woman wearing a veil showed Enzo to a small office where a large man was sitting behind an oak desk.

“Enzo, I've been waiting for you.”

“How did you know?”

“Your assistant, RQ sent a message.”

“You know why I'm here?”

“Of course. I wish I could help you, but as we've already told your assistant, we have no information at all.”

“She wasn't here?”

“No.”

“Then what is her throwing star doing lodged in the wall one inch to the left of that file cabinet.”

“You can't fool me with those cheap tricks. I wasn't born yesterday my friend.”

“That's funny, Abdullah, because you look like a big baby to me.”

“Let's be nice, Enzo.”

“Alright, let's be nice. Tell me where she is.”

“Look how emotional you've gotten. I thought you were some kind of Zen Master or something like this.”

“That's her star.”

“Ok, I'll humor you and look behind me, Enzo. Don't take advantage of this momentary lapse of judgment on my part.”

The man looked. The star was just where Enzo had said it was. The man turned back looking flustered.

“You put that there.”

“It was there when I walked in.”

“I know your tricks.”

“I can see the doubt on your face. You're not sure. That tells me all I need to know. Except one thing. Where is she?”

“Enzo, be the nice Enzo I've known for so long. Not the angry Enzo. You are here only on business. Forget about this girl. There are many more.”

“Do you see my right hand?”

“No.”

“When I throw the knife at your throat, it will be the last thing you see.”

“I doubt it. I hear you have taken a vow of non-violence. A very stupid thing for a man in your profession if you ask me.”

“Some vows were made to be broken. You're going to gamble with your life?”

The man rubbed his neck and watched Enzo. He could see just the end of the knife's handle peeking out behind Enzo's hip. He looked Enzo in the eye and didn't like what he saw there.

“Enzo, we are friends. You've had a long trip. Why don't we go have a good meal and discuss this like men.”

“You've already eaten your last meal.”

Enzo swung his arm back and began swinging it toward Abdullah, who yelled out, “wait!” Enzo froze.

“Well?”

“I will get you a map. I will show you where she is. But then we will sit and eat like old friends.”

“Show me the map.”

“Listen Enzo, you have done me many favors in the past. I want to do one for you.”

“The map.”

“Listen for a moment. This job is not good for you. You won't like what you find. Let some other agent handle this.”

Enzo's arm swung back again. Abdullah's eyes widened.

“No, no. The map is right here.”

He opened a drawer slowly, then backed away from it.

“I can see you don't trust me. Go ahead, take it yourself.”

Enzo reached over and grabbed a folded sheet of paper. He smoothed it open on the desk. There were five intersecting streets. On the south corner two buildings were marked in. The second had an X on it. A line extended east from there. Enzo pocketed the map.

“Where is this?”

“North Korea, just north of the border.”

“I hope I haven't placed you in danger by taking this map.”

“They paid me to give it to you.”

“What?”

“This is what I'm trying to tell you, Enzo, but you are deaf and stubborn today.”

“Who did?”

“I don't know them, and I don't want to know them. They sent a man here with money and this map. He said you would be coming and to give you this information. He said to tell you Kyoko left it, but that's not true. She was never here. Perhaps he put that star there without my knowledge. I do not know. All I know is, if you go there, your life is in danger.”

“But he said Kyoko was there.”

“Yes.”

“Then I have to go.”

“Take someone with you then.”

“No. They want me. They'll soon have me. It doesn't matter to me. All that matters is . . .”

Enzo felt the map in his pocket, then turned to leave.

“Enzo, let us eat.”

“I don't have time Abdullah. I need to find her.”

“You're acting like a fool.”

“Then I'll die a fool. I can think of worse ways to go.”

“If that's so, than you truly are a fool. May Allah protect you.”

Enzo took the car back to Rabat and flew to South Korea. There he went overland into North Korea. Getting past the border guards required a bribe, although he knew they would probably report him anyway. At best it bought him time. He found the small village, and soon was parked outside the building on the map. There was a guard posted at the door. Enzo walked up to him, and as he approached the guard unholstered his pistol. Enzo jumped forward and grabbed the guard's hand, twisting it hard. The gun fell on the ground and Enzo grabbed it, then held it to the guard's head and whispered, “Let's go inside, shall we?”

The guard turned slowly and unlocked the door. They walked down a long corridor that ended in stairs. Enzo pocketed the gun and held a finger to the guard's back as they climbed the stairs and came to a red door. The guard knocked and then opened the door. Enzo looked around carefully. The room seemed empty. The guard suddenly spun around, grabbing Enzo's hand. The guard laughed.

“You fool me, Mr. Enzo. Very good.”

“Where's Kyoko?”

“You see her very soon. We know you coming. We waiting for you.”

“I figured as much. Just take me to Kyoko.”

“Patience. She fine. She coming soon. Have seat.”

The guard gestured toward an overstuffed chair in the corner of the room. Enzo walked around the room making sure there was no one hiding. The guard walked toward the door.

“I go now. You wait.”

He left and Enzo checked the door to make sure he hadn't been locked in. It was open. This was all too easy and none of it made sense. If they were using Kyoko to lure him in, why? He hadn't worked on a case in years, there was nothing they could learn from him.

There was a door on the other side of the room. Enzo opened it and saw another long corridor that also ended at a flight of stairs. He ran down the hall and up the stairs, opening a door that lead to another room just like the one he'd left. But when he crossed this room and opened the door on the other side, it opened into a large throne room, like a scene from some fairy tale castle. A long carpet stretched to the far end of the room where a hooded person sat on a raised platform. On either side were guards standing at attention. Enzo walked down the carpet past the stone faced guards until he reached the platform.

“You know why I'm here. Stop playing games with me. Where is Kyoko? Bring her here now!”

The hooded person laughed a loud, sharp laugh. A laugh he'd heard before. He stared in disbelief as she removed the hood.

“Kyoko?”

“Enzo, so nice of you to come to my rescue.”

“Kyoko, what's going on? You can't be behind this all.”

“Can't I? You always have underestimated me Enzo. But now, finally, you will see just what I'm capable of.”

“Extorting money. You think that will impress me? Blackmailing the world?”

“Oh, I have no intention of blackmailing the world. I'm going to destroy it.”

“Buy why?”

“To end all suffering. Remember, you wanted me to take a vow with you, to end all suffering? I thought it was foolish at the time. But then you made me suffer. More than I ever have in my life. You have no idea the pain you caused me Enzo. And I'm not talking about a stupid broken arm, although that's all you seemed to care about at the time. You felt bad that you'd made a mistake. Your error caused you pain, but my pain, my suffering, my longing; that meant nothing to you at all. And so I suffered even more. More than I ever thought possible. When you said you were retiring and refused to be my teacher, I thought maybe it meant you felt as I did, but couldn't pursue your feelings as long as we stood to each other as student and teacher. But I was a fool. You didn't care about me or about anything. You hid from the world inside your meditation. You're the one destroying the world. You're the one creating the suffering. And I'm the one who will end it. Once and for all.”

Enzo stared in shock at Kyoko. In her eyes he could see the anger, the hatred. But also the smoldering love. He stepped closer.

“Kyoko. I never wanted to work for them again. Nothing in the world would have convinced me to. Until they told me you were in danger. I dropped everything. I even risked breaking my vow not to kill again. And I risked my own life. All because I thought you were in danger. How can you say now that I don't care about you.”

“It's your guilt that brought you here. I knew it would. I knew you still wrestled with your guilt from hurting your little student. I knew it was gnawing at you. You think that's caring, but it's just your fragile ego lashing out. Had you rescued me, your guilt might finally leave you. It was your own suffering that brought you here. Not any feeling you have for me.”

“That's just not true, Kyoko. You can't believe it yourself, or why bother bringing me here?”

“So you can see what true compassion is.”

She pushed a button on the arm of her chair and a large red curtain behind her rose up, revealing several people working at computers. Above them were large screens showing various nuclear power plants. Kyoko gestured toward the screens.

“Soon I will blow these up. I'll take control of what remains of the electrical grid and send a power surge that will cause thousands of smaller explosions throughout the world. There will be rampant chaos. But it won't last long. That's just to create the panic I'll need for phase two. My programmers have gained control of several nuclear weapons, which will be launched. The reaction when they blow up will be worldwide nuclear war. And once that starts there will be only one ending. Total annihilation of all life on earth. The planet will be a scorched cinder when the last bomb falls. There will be nothing left. Nothing. The end of all suffering, forever.”

“But that's insane, Kyoko. Suffering is part of life.”

“And that is why I'm ending life. To end all suffering.”

“You're only creating more suffering. You're magnifying your own suffering and projecting it onto the entire world. You have no way of knowing where that chain of cause and effect will end. But even if it goes exactly as you describe, that isn't an end to suffering. To end suffering there must be one who experiences the end of suffering. There must be one who finds the path and follows it. And who vows to show others.”

“That's your interpretation. I disagree. And since I've taken control of the grid, I guess my opinion counts a little more than yours.”

“There's no reasoning with you, so I'll have to stop you.”

“Not possible. Even if you were to kill me now, and everyone in this room, the computers would continue to carry out my plan. There is nothing you can do to stop it. Your role here is just to observe. To enjoy the last hours of life on earth with me.”

“I won't play that role, or any other. If you're going to destroy the world, I won't take any part.”

“What choice do you have. You're here.”

Enzo sat down and crossed his legs. He straightened his back and let his eyes gaze down at the floor in front of him. He focused on his breathing. Kyoko laughed, but the laugh turned bitter. “Stop that Enzo. Stop it right now.” Enzo looked up at her.

“If you're serious about doing this, I just have one favor to ask.”

“I don't owe you any favors, but fine, what is it.”

“Kill me first. I don't want to witness this horror you're about to create. Kill me now.”

“You surprise me, I thought you'd be the big hero, trying to rescue the world. Instead you're a self-centered coward. I guess your true nature has shown itself.”

Enzo pulled out one of his throwing knives. The guards suddenly pointed their guns at him. Kyoko jumped in front of Enzo shouting, “wait, don't shoot him.”

“Why did you do that Kyoko?”

“They would have killed you.”

“But that's what I want.”

“You fool.”

“Kyoko, if you can't even bear my death, how can you bring about death on such a massive scale? Whose suffering is it that you're trying to end? Isn't there another way.”

Kyoko sat on the floor next to Enzo and buried her head in her hands. Enzo put his arm around her and pulled her close.

“Kyoko, I love you. I always loved you. But you were my student and I didn't want to destroy one relationship between us just because I preferred another, more intimate one. I see now that I made a mistake, but that's part of life. I don't apologize for only being human, for being fallible. But I do apologize for not following my heart, and for hurting you. I would sooner die a thousand deaths than see you hurt.”

Kyoko cried into Enzo's shoulder while he stroked her long dark hair. They held each other close, and Enzo whispered in her ear, “don't worry, it's all over now.” Kyoko pulled back and looked panicked.

“No it's not. Enzo, I'm only second in command. We have to stop Rudolph before he initiates the destruction sequence.”

“Rudolph? RQ1?”

“Yes, this was all his plan. He recruited me when I was working with him at headquarters.”

“Then we have to get back to the United States and find him.”

They stood up and started toward the door together. Enzo stopped and gestured back at the computers and screens.

“What about all this?”

“There's nothing we can do from here. This is just a backup system. Rudolph controls the main system. We have to get to him now.”

They ran out to Enzo's car and sped back over the border to the waiting plane. Enzo called the desk boys and had them schedule the flight back to D.C. Once on board Kyoko started toward the cockpit.

“We'd better keep an eye on the pilot, for all we know he's working for Rudolph too.”

“The pilots are all at headquarters, it's remote control.”

Kyoko looked shocked.

“That program hasn't been approved. Out of the first 10 test flights, 3 crashed.”

“Then the cell phone Rudolph gave me just connects me with more of his operatives. He played me for a fool from the start.”

Kyoko sat down and started crying.

“This is all my fault Enzo. What will we do now?”

“We have to get off this plane. Search the compartments for parachutes.”

They ripped open every compartment but found nothing. Enzo opened the cockpit door.

“Come on Kyoko, our only hope is to find some way to take over the plane, creating some interface to the controls and blocking the remote signals.”

“Blocking the remote signals shouldn't be hard, but taking control? What will we use as the interface? And how will we connect it?”

“We can use the keypad on my cell phone. We can pull out the wires for the lights on the plane and use those to connect in to the main navigation system. Let's get started. Who knows how much time we have or where this plane is taking us.”

Enzo and Kyoko worked quickly to open up the control panel and find the navigation module. Enzo then opened his cell phone and removed the keypad while Kyoko stripped wires out of the plane's lighting system. Enzo shorted out different pairs of wires on the navigation module. The first few tries did nothing, but finally he found a pair that when shorted caused the plane to dip to the right. The next pair caused it to dip to the left. He connected wires from the keypad to the navigation module, so that 1 controlled the left and 2 the right. He and Kyoko continued shorting out pairs of wires on the module until they found the pair that caused the plane to nose up and another that caused it to nose down. These were connected to 3 and 4. On and on they worked until they had the entire navigation module wired to the keypad. Enzo tested it out until he could remember which control was which. The movements were fairly jerky, but at least now they had some level of control. Enzo set down the keypad and took Kyoko's hand.

“Are you ready to knock out remote control?”

“For now the plane seems to be heading to the U.S. Until it changes course we should keep remote intact. That way Rudolph won't know we've gained control. That will also give us some down time. Flying all the way back using that keypad could get pretty tiresome.”

“Good point. Then we should take a break. We can sleep in shifts, one of us making sure we stay on course.”

“You get some sleep, I'm wide awake.”

Enzo walked to the back of the plane and sat down but he couldn't sleep. Instead he sat on the floor of the plane and meditated. Kyoko sat beside him and meditated too. After about an hour they both got up, stretched, and hugged each other. Enzo looked around the plane.

“There has to be a radio on here. Perhaps we can contact someone at HQ.”

“The radio in the cockpit is on an encrypted channel, and I'm guessing Rudolph controls who we can contact on it.”

“Well, we've got nothing better to do for now, let's take a look at it and see if there's anything we can do.”

They opened up a panel near the hand set for the radio and located the transmitter and receiver circuits, as well as the encryption module. Enzo poked around, looking to see how it was all connected. “If we could bypass this encryption module . . .”Suddenly a voice crackled over the speaker. It was Rudolph.

“I wouldn't mess around with that if I were you, or you'll have no radio at all.”

Enzo pulled Kyoko close and whispered, “That's odd, he didn't detect our changes to the nav system, but he knows we opened up the radio.” Kyoko nodded. She picked up the radio hand set.

“What makes you think we're doing anything to the radio?”

“Don't be foolish, Kyoko. I have it all wired up. I can detect any tampering with the radio. Don't bother messing with the remote control unit either or I'll plunge you into the ocean.”

Kyoko whispered to Enzo, “So he's monitoring radio and remote, but failed to anticipate our hack into the navigation system.” Enzo nodded and took the hand set from Kyoko.

“Rudolph, I guess the question at this point is, why don't you just dump us in the ocean?”

“I have other plans for you two. After I send the world into chaos, I'll be taking over. I'll need a group of superior people to join me in setting up a new society. One that will reward those with superior skills and intellect, and will slough off those who are mere parasites.”

“I thought the plan was to destroy everyone.”

“No, that's just what I told Kyoko. Sorry my dear. A little white lie. But certainly it should cheer you that I'm going to allow you and Enzo to live.”

Enzo set down the hand set. He took Kyoko's hand and they walked to the back of the plane.

“Obviously we can't trust anything he says.”

“I realize that now. But we're ready to take control of the plane if we need to. Enzo, we need to figure out where Rudolph is so we can get to him. If we stop him from activating the grid virus, we'll have time to destroy that program.”

They could see that the plane was nearing land. As they got closer they saw New York City. The plane started to bank. Enzo and Kyoko went to the cockpit and saw that they were coming in low and headed for the Statue of Liberty. Enzo picked up the keypad. “I have a feeling Rudolph isn't planning on meeting us anytime soon.”

Kyoko picked up the hand set. “Rudolph, we can see what you have in mind for us. Why did you bother lying about saving us?”

“It was a half lie really. Originally I had planned on saving both of you. But crashing you into that ugly statue will serve my purposes better. It will sound the opening note of my symphony of chaos. I'll enjoy watching you behead that big green lady.”

Kyoko whispered to Enzo, “he's obviously somewhere that he can view the statue. Let's think this through. What would be the most logical place for him to establish a base of operations that's in view of the statue and where he'd be safe from interruption?” They both looked out the window. Enzo pointed at Governor's Island.

“I'd bet he's there. Ellis Island is too crowded with tourists, and so is Liberty Park. There's a cluster of buildings on the southern tip of Governor's Island that would give him a perfect view of the statue. And the island has been closed to tourists all summer. We'll have to crash land in the bay and swim from there.”

Enzo banked the plane away from the statue, which was getting closer, but the plane corrected back to its original course. He turned to Kyoko.

“I guess now's as good a time as any to try and cut off remote control.”

She reached into the open panel and pulled the wires to the remote receiver. The plane started to bank sharply. Enzo quickly banked to the right but the plane was out of control and heading for the base of the statue. The acceleration threw Enzo back into the plane. Kyoko grabbed the keypad and tried to get the nose up. The plane continued to bank while rising slightly, and managed to whip past the statue. Kyoko then nosed down and braced herself. “Hang on Enzo, we're going in!”

They crashed hard into the water, throwing both of them around the plane. By the time the plane surfaced Enzo and Kyoko had worked their way to the door and pushed it open. Water started rushing into the plane as they dove into the cold water and swam back toward Governor's Island, but soon realized it was too far. Enzo pointed to a ferry boat that was passing close by. They swam for it and climbed the side onto the boat, shocking the tourists onboard. They ran up to the control room and Enzo burst in.

“I'm on official government business, we need to get this boat to Governor's Island.”

The captain eyed him wearily. “I'm going to the statue, you can catch a boat there.” Kyoko jumped forward and pinned the captain's arms behind him. Enzo took the wheel and went full throttle toward the island. When they were close enough to swim ashore, Enzo signalled to Kyoko and she released the captain. They ran out and dove off the deck, back into the cold water, for a quick swim to shore. They ran to the first of several buildings on the southern tip. The doors were locked and the windows barred. Enzo looked around.

“This is the only building that's sealed up like Fort Knox. My guess is he's set up operations here. There's no way he'd spare New York from his grand scheme, so he must have backup generators. Perhaps on the top of the building. Our best bet is to find those and knock them out of commission. Then cut off power to the building.”

“Enzo, he must know we're here, he must have seen us escape the plane. We don't have time for all that. We need to get in there and get to him before he initiates the virus.”

“Ok, how do we do that?”

“Let's try the roof. We can kill the backup generators while we're up there, assuming that's where they are. Then find an entrance to the building.”

“You're right. Let's go.”

They went to the back of the building and found an old rusting fire escape. Kyoko jumped up and grabbed the end of a ladder, then climbed up to the fire escape. Enzo followed close after her. The building was only 5 stories high and they were soon on the roof. Enzo pointed.

“There's the backup generator. Just one. This might turn out to be easy.”

They went to work destroying the generator and disconnecting the power lines that ran from it into the building through a partially open doorway. Kyoko opened the door and pointed inside. Enzo followed her in. They quietly walked down a stairway that led to the 5th floor. They both stopped and listened. Nothing. Then Enzo noticed a light coming from under one of the doors. They crept up to the door and Kyoko gently tried the door knob. Locked. Enzo signalled for her to step back. He pulled out a throwing knife and wedged it between the door and the doorframe, then moved it down. He pulled the door knob and the door slowly opened. They looked inside. There were hundreds of computer screens, showing power stations and nuclear power plants, as well as one screen showing the plane they'd crashed in. Rudolph was seated with his back to them. Kyoko ran in and jumped, kicking Rudolph and knocking him onto the floor. Enzo ran forward to assist her, but she already had Rudolph pinned to the floor. Rudolph glared at them.

“Well you two are getting more annoying by the second. But it doesn't matter. I've already initiated the virus and there's nothing you can do to stop it.”

Enzo looked over the various computer screens. One showed a power station in New York. He pointed. “You're not going to shut that one down or your whole operation would come to a halt.”

“Not at all, once the virus is initiated, it runs itself. Like I said, there's nothing you can do to stop it.”

“I don't believe you. You started the program, you must be able to stop it.”

“But I won't.”

“What's the point. We have you. What do you stand to gain?”

“And so you're going to sit here and babysit me while the world falls to chaos? The point is, I'm thinning out the herd. Then I re-organize. I have an international organization. Kyoko has seen the extent of North Korean operation. I have people in several major countries, ready to take control, establish emergency governments and martial law. The strong will survive, the weak will fall. As it was meant to be. You could jail me or kill me right now but my plan would continue unhindered.”

“I don't think so.”

Kyoko grabbed a cell phone out of Rudolph's pocket. He tried to grab it back but Enzo pinned him down while Kyoko examined the phone. She punched in a code, and the screen gave her a contact list. Each person was in a different country. She started at the top and called the head of operations in London. A man answered.

“Wilson here.”

“Wilson, this is Kyoko, head of the North Korean operation.”

“We were told not to contact each other directly.”

“I know, but Rudolph has been captured. He managed to wire me the names and contact information for the heads of each operation before they got him. He said to stop all activity until we can free him and regroup. Do you have terminate codes for the virus in your area?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Terminate now and await further instruction.”

Kyoko hung up and looked over at Rudolph. “There's one problem with such a strict heirarchy, Rudolph. Everyone follows orders without question.” She walked out of the room and into the hallway where she continued calling the heads of each operation. When she was done she returned to the room. Rudolph and Enzo were both sitting on the floor, talking. Enzo looked up.

“All done?”

“Yes. I'm sure some of the outages already started, but power should be back online.”

“Ok, so what do we do with Rudolph?”

“Take him to HQ, I suppose. They'll want to interrogate him.”

Kyoko called HQ and arranged for them to pick up Rudolph. When the agents arrived she explained everything that had happened, leaving out her own involvement. Enzo backed up her story. 

After the agents took Rudolph away, Kyoko and Enzo went back to Enzo's apartment. Kyoko looked around.

“Pretty luxurious.”

“I've been leading a pretty minimal existence lately.”

“That's ok. I could use some minimalism.”

“Does that mean you're staying?”

“Well, I haven't been invited . . . “

“You're invited.”

“Thanks.”

Kyoko kissed Enzo on the cheek, and then hugged him. They looked into each other's eyes for a long time, then both sat on the floor facing the wall, and meditated together.
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