
PART I:  

 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

March, 2015 

No matter what anyone said, jet-lag was a real thing.  The kind of jet-lag experienced 

traveling from Kazakhstan to Atlanta, Georgia was the worst in Jack Montgomery’s opinion.  

Arriving too late to check in at the CDC, he instead took a cab the twenty-five miles to his 

single-bedroom apartment outside of Sandy Springs.  By the time he unlocked his door and 

tossed his bag and briefcase on the battered leather sofa, one of two pieces of furniture in the 

living room, it was nearly 2 am and all he wanted to do was fall into his bed and sleep for a 

week.  The case bounced once, falling to the floor, and spilling its contents.  Two pages of his 

preliminary report stared up at him, peeking from the pile of papers.  Both were photographs of 

children asleep in their hospital beds.  Round angelic faces poking from beneath their slim 

covers, some clutching fuzzy stuffed animals.  Asleep for nearly three months, they were some 

of the first of those suffering from “encephalopathy of unknown etiology”--otherwise known as 

“we haven’t a fucking clue.” 

Jack shook his head, the bed’s siren call losing its grip so confronted by the stark reality 

of their affliction.  He walked to the bar, pushing several unopened moving boxes out of his 

path, and poured three fingers of bourbon into the nearest glass.  Stumbling back to sit on the 

sofa, he set his drink on the second-hand IKEA coffee table, and bent down to gather the 

weathered canvas case and the report. 

The trip was a waste of both his time, and the Center’s resources.  Not because it wasn’t 

important, but because no one knew what the hell to do about it.  The doctors and nurses on the 

ground had everything covered.  “Everything” consisting of keeping the patients comfortable 
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and the IV’s filled.  Without a clear cause, everything was considered.  The uranium mines in 

nearby Krasnogorsk were ruled out as an environmental cause almost immediately due to the fact 

that no one in that town suffered from the malady.  One by one the researchers also eliminated 

infections, poisons, viruses, biotoxins, and pretty much everything else they could think of.  

Regardless, twenty-five percent of the residents of Kalachi--most of them children--were 

suffering from a severe case of “you’re fucked.” 

Sleep wasn’t going to come easy tonight, even with the jet-lag.  Jack reached for the 

remote and turned on the television, knowing the late-night infomercials would do the trick.  

Instead, he was greeted with a breaking news report.  He took a long sip of his drink, then 

listened for another disaster in the making, turning the useless wedding band on his finger. 

“Once again,” the bottled-blond newsreader said with forced gravitas, “The 

Germanwings Flight 9525 crashed 62 miles north-west of Nice in the French Alps in an apparent 

act of suicide by the co-pilot.” 

“Great.  We not only have to worry about the planes and terrorists, but now the damn 

pilots are even trying to kill us.”  He surfed the channels, hoping to find something a little 

cheerier to watch, finally landing on an X-Files marathon. 

# 

The morning light streaming in through the window was so bright it buzzed, vibrating his 

brain like the inside of an angry beehive.  Jack sat up, holding his head as the buzzing grew 

more insistent.  The gauze clouding his mind cleared enough to locate the external source of the 

noise.  He grabbed the cell phone from his briefcase, bumping his head on the coffee table and 

spilling the remainder of his drink.  “Son of a bitch!” he said, now attempting to do two things at 

once, and failing miserably at both.  Giving up on the spill, he answered the phone. 
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“Morning, Mason,” he said, rubbing his temples. 

“Morning, buddy,” Mason said, unnaturally buoyant for this early in the day.  “How 

come you didn’t call me for a ride from the airport when you got in?” 

“It was pretty late.  I didn’t want to put you out.” 

“Of course,” he said, “what else could it be?” 

“Don’t start, Mason,” Jack said.  The comforting friend routine was getting stale.  It 

would be so much easier if everyone just let him be. 

“Okay, okay,” he said, Jack imagining the man holding his hands in front of him for 

protection.  “I was just calling to see if you were coming in today.  You know...to work?” 

“What time is it?” 

“Quarter to one.” 

“Shit!”  He stood suddenly, barking his shin on the coffee table that was now apparently 

trying to kill him.  “God-damn it.” 

Mason laughed, and said, “Don’t sweat it, Jack.  Sally said to take your time.  She 

knows the trip was hard on you.”  Not as hard as Sally was when she was in a mood.  

Nominally his superior, his position was fluid enough she often had to ask rather than order.  

When she did order, though, it wasn’t pretty.  At all. 

Jack looked down at the pictures, holding the phone to his ear with one hand, and 

scrubbing his head with the other.  “You have no idea, Mace.” 

“Well, anyway...Sally said to take the rest of the week off and come in fresh on 

Monday.” 

“Wow,” Jack said, “ a whole two days off.  I’m honored.” 

“You’re forgetting today is Wednesday.” 
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“No, I’m not.  But since it’s past noon, today’s already gone anyway.” 

“That’s the spirit!” Mason laughed.  “How about we meet up for drinks after I get off 

work, and you can tell me about your trip?” 

“I don’t think--” 

“Not taking no for an answer, buddy.”  His tone softened, and he said, “Seriously, Jack, 

you need to do something besides work.  Start living again.” 

Jack looked around his apartment at the bare walls and the unpacked moving boxes, both 

mostly untouched since the day he signed the lease almost a year ago.  He sighed, and said, 

“Sure, Mace.  I’ll see you at Jimmy’s around six.  You get to pick up the first round.” 

“Deal.” 

After hanging up, Jack thought, Maybe it’s time, and he walked to the largest stack of 

boxes.  The one on top stared up at him like the children he spent so much time with over the 

last five weeks, forlorn and lifeless.  The label on the side read “photographs.”  He frowned, 

picked it up carefully, and placed it in the corner of the room closest to the door. 

That one would be last.  It had to be.  He just wasn’t ready. 

He wondered if he ever would be. 

# 

Jimmy’s was a noisy place on the slowest of days, but Wednesdays were unique.  The 

back room was devoted to an especially boisterous version of Trivial Pursuit that included teams, 

cheerleaders, and betting.  The front was a frenetic mix of pool, parties, and piano.  Most nights 

the musician was female, young, and pretty; tonight, however, a rotund man with long hair and a 

graying beard pounded the keys into submission.  There was an abandon to his playing, fat 

fingers hitting more keys than intended at times, that offered a simple elegance to his delivery.  
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When Jack first walked in, he was greeted with a discordant--and in his opinion, more 

beautiful--rendition of Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah.”  The man’s voice was both grating and 

powerful, and choked when he came to the lines: 

And it's not a cry that you hear at night 

It's not somebody who's seen the light 

It's a cold and it's a broken Hallelujah 

“I hate that song,” Mason said as he slapped Jack on the back and sat next to him at the 

bar.  “Same thing over and over again.  Never goes anywhere.” 

Jack turned, shook his head, and said, “I think that’s the point.  It’s about the futility of 

life.” 

“Whoa,” Mason said, popping a handful of peanuts in his mouth.  “A bit early in the 

evening to go all philosophical and morose, don’t you think?”  Jack winced as Mason spoke, 

watching the man’s hand dive repeatedly into the bowl of complimentary nuts.  Jack never ate 

those.  Working in the field for the CDC’s Global Health Center taught him the dangers of 

communal food sources; and besides, they were liberally doused with hot sauce in order to get 

the patrons to buy more drinks.  In Mason’s case it worked like a charm. 

“If you’d seen what I had...” Jack began, then trailed off. 

“Yeah, I read the preliminary report you filed,” Mason said, shaking his head.  “Sounded 

rough.”  He brightened a bit, and said, “On the up side, Sally took your advice and is sending in 

a second team and some serious equipment.” 

“Won’t help,” Jack said, then lifted his beer to take a drink.  He stared at nothing while 

he drank, imagining the pure, dreamless sleep those people endured.  What did it feel like? he 

wondered.  How is that any different than death, itself? 
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“But you said--” 

“I know what I said.  What I’m saying now is that it won’t help.” 

Mason watched him for a second, then said, “Jesus, Jack.  Talk about morose.”  Mason 

waved at the bartender for a beer, then handed the woman his credit card to run a tab.  He 

picked up the bottle, took a swig, and said, “Let’s grab a booth so we can scope the ladies 

without looking like creepers.”  Lifting himself off the stool, he pointed at the nearest empty 

table, “That looks good.”  He winked at Jack and said, “Full view of the room.”  He started to 

lead the way, then turned back to say, “And no more talking about work.  I get enough of that at 

work.” 

“Deal,” Jack said, and followed him to the table.  He grabbed a menu from the bar on his 

way, saying “I don’t know about you, but I could go for some wings.” 

“More of a leg-man, myself,” Mason said, laughing at his own joke.  Jack noticed that he 

did that a lot, and had for as long as he had known him, going all the way back to college.  

Mason was tall and thin, but his presence filled a room like no one else he knew.  Loud to the 

point of almost being bellicose, he had a knack for making any gathering more fun.  He was the 

perfect counterpoint to Jack’s staid seriousness.  Especially lately. 

They sat, and Mason surveyed the room while Jack checked the menu.  Both actions 

were pointless.  The bar was lousy with regulars, and Mason had already hit on most of the 

attractive women--and been shot down--over time.  Jack knew the menu by heart, and could 

write it out longhand if required.  At least with my nose buried in the menu, I don’t have to listen 

to endless questions about my mental health. 

Mason stopped pretending to look at women and turned his attention back to Jack.  

“So...how are you doing?  Really.” 
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“No,” Jack said, waving his hand in front of Mason’s face. 

“No, what?” 

“No, as in ‘we’re not doing this now’, no.”  He had grown impatient with everyone 

trying to help him.  There was nothing anyone could do to help. 

“Jack, it’s been a year--” 

“Ten months, twelve days, and two hours.”  His eyes narrowed and he took in a slow 

breath.  “I know exactly how long it’s been, Mason.  I don’t need anyone to remind me.”  He 

rubbed the back of his neck, feeling for the scar.  “I have an empty apartment reminding me 

every goddamn waking moment of my life!” 

“Calm down, man,” Mason said, his voice soothing.  He reached across the table and 

placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder.  “I’m just trying to help.  That’s all.” 

“I get it, Mace.  You’re trying to help, Sally’s trying to help, Jenna and Bill are trying to 

help.  The whole goddamn world is trying to help, but the only person who can help me is me,” 

he finished by pounding his fist once on the table, rattling his bottle.  It danced, almost to the 

point of tipping over, but he snagged it deftly before it had a chance.  A few of the regulars 

turned their way, but the rest ignored them.  Everyone’s wrapped up in their own shit, Jack 

thought.  They don’t need mine, too. 

Mason pulled away, leaned back, and said, “Fine, I get it.  Not another word tonight,” he 

crossed his heart with the bottle still in his hand, “I promise.” 

Jack watched him with one eyebrow cocked, then sighed and took a drink from his beer.  

“So...” he said, pointing with the neck of his bottle, “how about that one over there?” 

Mason turned to where he indicated, squinted, then shrugged.  “Nah.  She turned me 

down last week.” 
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“Woman’s got good taste, then.”  Jack tried on a smile to see if it fit.  Tight, but not 

uncomfortable. 

Mason clinked bottles with Jack, and said, “Damn straight.” 

# 

With a long weekend to fill, Jack considered driving the two hours to Greenville where 

his brother Bill and his wife Jenna had the perfect life with their two children.  As a police 

detective there, Bill had a certain amount of flexibility in his schedule, and was certain to make 

time for a visit, but Jack knew the questions and concerns were sure to come up.  Last night with 

Mason was almost more than he could bear, and an entire weekend of sad, sincere faces would 

drive him to drink. 

He swirled the glass in his hand.  Okay, he thought, drink more.  Grabbing the remote 

he turned on the TV, then reached for the stack of mail he retrieved from the hold bin at the post 

office.  Large enough to choke an elephant, most of it was junk.  And bills.  Always bills.  

The medical bills were the worst, most arriving months after he thought everything had been 

paid.  The first one of those had a balance high enough to make him laugh out loud.  “Might as 

well just ask for eighty bazillion dollars,” he said.  “It would be just as likely to get paid.”  He 

touched the long scar on his left arm that was the object of that particular bill.  “Would have 

been cheaper just to take it off.” 

There were twelve more just like the first, all from different doctors and specialties--five 

of the names he didn’t recognize.  Odds were they had just been standing near his door and 

spoke to the real doctors once, giving them an excuse to sign his chart and try to take a slice.  As 

far as he was concerned, used car salesmen were more honest. 

Another late notice from the landlord, but since he already put a check in the mail, he 
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threw that one away.  The letter from Mark and Betsy he set aside unopened.  Like the 

photographs in the corner, he would get to it later.  In the middle of the pile was a letter 

postmarked from Kazakhstan dated two days before he arrived in that country.  Odd, he thought.  

There was no return address, and he couldn’t imagine anyone there who knew he was coming.  

The envelope had come open at some point during transit, and was resealed with tape.  If he 

were a prominent figure in the government he might take it directly to the FBI for a once-over 

and let them open it, but he was neither that important nor that paranoid.  Jack ripped the letter 

open at the end, extended his arm, and shook the contents onto the coffee table. 

A standard A4, coarse-grained sheet of paper, folded twice, fell out and fluttered down.  

Jack held the open end up to his eyes, but there was nothing else inside.  He set the envelope 

aside and carefully opened the letter, flattening it on the table.  Handwritten cursive letters, 

formed by a thick soft-leaded pencil, lay there accusing him in English--I know who killed your 

wife and daughter.  

“So do I, asshole,” he said, grabbing his drink and downing the remainder in a single 

gulp.  “I did.” 

# 

“It’s not working, daddy,” Riley said, kicking the back of his seat. 

“Sorry sweetheart.  It’s probably just locked up.”  He turned his head just enough to 

see her pouting in her car seat, “Do you know how to reboot it?” 

 “She’s four, Jack,” Beth said beside him, shaking her head, “not one of your tech geeks 

at work.” 

“Hey, the kid knows more than I did at her age,” he protested, accompanied by the sound 

of Riley pounding on the tablet’s screen. 
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Beth turned all the way around in her seat, and said, “We’ll be at nana and pawpaw’s 

soon, baby.  You can wait a few minutes.” 

“Too long!”  More pounding. 

“Ugh, fine,” his wife said, unbuckling her seatbelt.  “I’ll come back there and see if I 

can fix it.” 

“Just have her hand it to you.” 

“It’s strapped to the back of your seat, remember,” she said with a heavy sigh.  

Crawling between the front seats, one knee on the center console, her ass was beside Jack’s 

head.  He remembered that perfect ass was the first thing he saw the day he met her, and, truth 

be told, the first thing about her he fell in love with. 

He smiled and reached across with his left hand to slap it, but never finished the motion. 

The truck, a big red four-wheeler with the knobby tires high school boys in Georgia loved so 

much, slammed into his side of the car.  Not his door, of course.  That would have been a 

blessing.  No, it hit Riley’s door full-on, folding the car nearly in half before rolling it over.  

Coming to rest in the ditch upside-down, the horn stuck and blaring a single soulless note, Jack 

winced in pain as he turned toward his wife.  Her lifeless eyes stared straight at him, marking 

him like a witness in a murder trial.  Millimeter by agonizing millimeter, he continued 

turning--contorting his body to see behind to his daughter.  His beautiful, perfect little girl.  A 

foot, attached to an ankle, attached to a leg, attached to... 

He woke screaming, sweat flowing from every pore in his body.  Flailing his arms and 

legs, the dream releasing him reluctantly, he swept the three empty liquor bottles off the table 

next to the sofa.  They fell to the carpeted floor with a trio of thuds. 

Jack sat up, the screams replaced by sobs, and he hugged himself tightly while pulling his 
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hair with his fist.  Rocking in his seat, he cried for several minutes.  It was comforting in its 

way--familiar as an old pair of shoes.  “It wasn’t my fault.  It wasn’t my fault.” 

A mantra as old as his pain, he would repeat the refrain until he almost believed it. 

“The asshole ran a stop sign.  Happens every day.  It wasn’t my fault.  It wasn’t...” 

What would his friends and family say if they saw him like this?  Would they worry 

more, or be impressed at his ability to hold it together as well as he did?  What the fuck does it 

matter, anyway? 

Everyone kept saying it would get better.  It didn’t.  It only grew more distant.  The 

pain of loss did not lessen, it did not get easier.  It was there in an instant, hammering on the 

door to his brain whenever he remembered his daughter.  Remembered her... 

“At least the son of a bitch had the decency to die in the crash,” he said, his voice 

stronger now that he was fully awake. 

Cops said he was asleep when he hit us.  He sleeps forever now.  Good goddamn 

riddance. 

Jack picked up his cell to check the time.  3 am.  Setting it back on the table, the 

phantom letter grabbed his attention again.  He picked it up, turned it over, then back, looking 

for anything that might hold a clue as to who wrote it.  What’s the point, anyway?  Everyone 

knows who killed my family. 

“Mark Wilson Peters, Jr.,” he said aloud, the sound of his own voice mocking him.  “He 

had help, though.” 

He threw the letter down, and then stood on shaking legs.  The pins in his left leg were 

hurting, and he rubbed it while he walked to the bar.  Almost empty, it still held enough to keep 

him numb at least through Saturday.  Sunday he would set aside for recovery before returning to 
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work on Monday. 

Until then he belonged to Jack Daniels. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

The light turned green, and Jack twisted the throttle, feeling the engine’s power rumbling 

through the seat and up his spine.  The bike, an old Yamaha Road Star, was now considered 

mid-sized, but the throaty growl from the pipes told another story.  He bought it used not long 

after he quit his physical therapy.  Everyone thought he was nuts, knowing the only reason he 

wasn’t already dead was the cage of metal that surrounded him in the car.  Worse, in their 

minds, was his refusal to wear a helmet. 

Damn thing is just there to keep your face pretty for the post-mortem identification. 

He would rather feel the wind on his face as he sped down the highway, knowing that any 

wreck serious enough to leave him paralyzed would kill him outright.  That way, no one has to 

make a decision.  No plugs to pull that day--no sir. 

Weaving in and out of traffic on his way to work each morning was an act of defiance to 

the gods; a big middle finger to any that dared to interfere in his life.  Not that he believed in a 

god, anyway.  Not anymore.  Or ever again.  Those days were gone, along with Beth and 

Riley, buried under mounds of moldy earth. 

A driver, no turn signal, carelessly drifted into his lane, and he pressed the horn with this 

left thumb.  He was rewarded with a middle finger of his very own.  Jack removed the baffles 

from his pipes the first week he had driven the thing, knowing bikes were all but invisible to 

most drivers.  Two weeks and three near-misses later, he replaced the stock horn with a cool set 

normally found on semi-trucks.  Sometimes he pulled up next to lazy drivers and lay on the 

horn, but that occasionally frightened them so badly they swerved or hit their brakes.  These 

days he settled for bumping it once to let them know they were idiots. 

He passed another motorcycle going the other direction and waved.  It was the one biker 
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tradition he’d adopted after taking up the habit.  Like we all belong to the same club.  

Volkswagen Beetle drivers used to do the same thing when he was a kid, and he had taken to 

doing it when he acquired an old fuel-injected ‘76 model in college.  Right before I met Beth.  

She loved that thing. 

Thinking of Beth, he smiled and twisted the throttle harder, feeding the 1600cc engine to 

speed around the hapless driver.  He smiled and waved at the woman as he flew by, then slowed 

to a stop at the next light.  She fumed, drumming the fingers of one hand on the wheel as she 

held a cell phone to her ear with the other.  When the light changed, he opened it up and left a 

ten-foot trail of rubber on the road behind.  He flew by a cop at the intersection, but was 

obviously invisible to him as well. 

Two more blocks, and he turned right on CDC Parkway, leaving the idiot and the cops 

behind.  Once on the campus he slowed to posted speeds.  His coworkers already thought he 

was suicidal; there was no point in having them think he was a danger to them as well.  He 

gunned the engine as he drove past Sally’s car, setting off her car alarm.  He smiled, then pulled 

into his space next to Mason’s beat up old Ford Ranger.  The truck’s door opened just as he 

turned the bike off. 

“Morning, Jack,” Mason said, looking him over from head to toe.  “You look better than 

I expected.”  He gave him a half smile, then reached back in his truck to grab the book-bag he 

used as a briefcase.  He slammed the door shut, and turned to wait for Jack. 

Jack stepped off the bike and retrieved his own case and lunch from the saddlebags.  

“Feel better than I expected as well,” he said with a brave grin.  The truth was, other than the 

ride in, he had felt like shit all morning.  His breakfast consisted of little more than dry toast, 

and he wasn’t sure if the rumbling in his stomach was hunger or a harbinger of something worse. 
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“Don’t get me wrong, Jack...you still look like shit.”  He shook his head as he began the 

walk to their building, “And don’t fool yourself into thinking Sally won’t notice, either.” 

Jack fell in beside him, and said, “Don’t much care what she notices.  I do my job, and 

that should be enough.” 

Mason laughed, and said, “Right.”  He stuffed his lunch up under one arm, then threw 

the other around Jack’s shoulders.  “You go ahead and keep thinking like that...see how far that 

gets you.” 

# 

Sally, looking like a short, squat vulture, was waiting for them when they walked into the 

suite of offices that served as the Center’s headquarters.  At just under five feet tall, no one 

would call her petite.  Compact and round, her energy fairly crackled from every pore of her 

body; and as she stood in the hall blocking the doorway with her arms crossed over her ample 

chest, she surveyed them both with pursed lips and a disapproving eye. 

“Have a nice long weekend, did we?”  She began tapping her foot as her eyes narrowed. 

“Per your orders, ma’am,” Jack said, offering her a slight tilt of his head.  “All rested and 

ready to go.” 

“Mm-hmm,” she said, shaking her head.  Relaxing her arms, she walked around the two 

men, allowing them to enter the offices.  As she passed Jack, she said, “You smell like a 

distillery.” 

He chuckled and said, “Then my money wasn’t wasted.” 

Sally continued to walk away, but added over her shoulder, “I want your final report on 

my desk by noon, Jack.” 

“Consider it done, Ms. Jackson,” he called after her.  Mason punched him in the arm to 
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keep him from making it worse. 

“C’mon, Jack,” he whispered, “let’s get to work before she finds out we suck at our 

jobs.” 

“Heard that,” she said, “and I already knew.” 

Jack shook his head, laughing quietly, and entered the closet they generously called an 

office.  As a contract employee, the fact that any space was allocated at all meant they thought 

he was valuable, just not enough to put in a salaried position.  He didn’t have the string of letters 

after his name required of full-time employees, anyway.  Jack was just really good at what he 

did.  Mason called him the “Leap-Meister” for his almost magical ability to see outside the box.  

He considered himself an above-average diagnostician.  If he had a medical degree, he would be 

even better.  Not a chance in hell I’m going back to school, though, he thought as he placed his 

briefcase on his tiny desk. 

He sat in his overstuffed leather chair--the only nod to comfort in the whole office--and 

pulled the slim file from inside the case.  Logging into the system from his computer, he 

downloaded the raw files that made up the preliminary report from his personal cloud account.  

The Center--and Sally especially--frowned on his use of outside services, but the creaky 

government systems were just too unreliable in his opinion.  They simply weren’t practical for 

use in the field.  He preferred thumb-drives or a direct connection from his laptop, but those 

options were strictly forbidden.  When he offered this as a compromise, Sally reluctantly gave 

in.  He was a notoriously slow typist, and she was impatient. 

The first file he imported was a zipped directory of hundreds of pictures he had taken at 

the hospital.  While his computer chugged away at extracting them, he left to fetch coffee to 

help him power through the morning.  When he came back to his desk, mug in hand, the folder 
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on the screen was full of photo thumbnails.  The majority of the shots were in the rooms where 

the children slept, nurses tending to their patients as doctors looked on with concern.  Some 

were of the work areas behind the scenes--rapidly emptying supply closets, overfull laundry 

areas, harried janitors, and weary administrators.  Parents and other family members constituted 

a whole other class, and were in a completely different file. 

He would have to take a whole day to go over every photograph to select the right ones 

for his final report--Sally’s deadline be damned--but he couldn’t help staring at them now, seeing 

each one with fresh eyes.  Most were similar enough to pass as duplicates  In one of them, 

several of the nurses conferred with a doctor while a man--a parent, presumably--stood close by, 

listening.  Jack couldn’t see the man’s face, or the worry he knew must be there, as it was 

obscured by the dark gray fedora the man wore.  He was standing just behind a nurse, leaning in 

slightly with his head down, with his hands stuffed into a dark overcoat.  In another picture, the 

same man hovered over a bed that held a small girl Jack assumed must be his child.  Two 

frames later, however, the man was at yet another bed.  Then another, and another.  Jack 

flipped through all the pictures rapidly, and saw the same man in over a third of them, standing 

by as many as twenty different beds.  Why didn’t I notice this guy before? he thought.  Maybe 

he was an administrator or something.  That wasn’t likely, though, as Jack was sure he and his 

interpreter had spoken to all of the management. 

He downloaded the file with the pictures he had taken of the parents.  After more 

chugging by the old computer, he opened the folder and clicked through each shot.  The man 

was not prominent in any, but could be seen hovering in the background of a few.  At no time 

was his face in full view for Jack’s lens.  Another folder yielded similar results.  This time the 

subjects were the staff, and while the man was visible in many of the shots, he was never the 
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subject.  In one sequence of pictures Jack had captured doctors and nurses rushing to help a 

patient who had coded, and the man was at the far end of the room standing--then 

kneeling--beside another bed.  A chill ran up Jack’s spine as he flipped through the pictures, 

watching the man pull something from his pocket and lean toward the little girl asleep there.  In 

the next frame he was standing again, placing whatever it was back in his pocket.  In the last 

frame he was gone, only a sliver of the coat captured in the doorway to mark his passing. 

Jack ran a shaking hand through his hair, and leaned closer to the monitor.  Zooming in 

on the previous picture, even as the shot pixelated, he could easily make out the shape of a 

syringe. 

# 

“You ready for lunch?”  Mason stood in Jack’s doorway, leaning just inside against the 

jamb. 

“Uh...what?”  Jack looked up from his workstation, his concentration shattered by the 

question.  “What time is it?” 

“Eleven thirty.”  Mason checked his cell phone, “Or close enough to count.” 

“Son of a bitch,” Jack said, shaking his head.  “There goes Sally’s deadline.”  How did I 

lose over three hours just looking at pictures?  “So far all I’ve done is catalog my photos.” 

“Well, she’ll deal,” he shrugged.  He shook his lunch bag at Jack, “Shake a leg, man.  I 

can hear it going bad in here.” 

“Hey, before we go,” Jack said, looking over the top of his monitor at him, “can you take 

a look at this and tell me what you think?” 

Mason lowered his lunch at the look on Jack’s face, walked into the small office and 

around to the other side of the desk. 
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“It’s right here,” Jack said, tapping on the screen. 

Mason leaned closer and squinted.  “Looks like one of the doctors is drawing blood.”  

He turned his head to Jack, “So?” 

“Look again.” 

Turning back, Mason’s brow furrowed and he pursed his lips, then his eyes widened.  

“Since when do doctors wear hats and trench coats in a hospital?”  He shook his head, “Who the 

hell wears a fedora anymore, anyway?” 

Jack leaned back in his creaking old chair, letting out a long breath he didn’t know he 

was holding.  “Pretty much what I was thinking.”  He swept through a number of pictures for 

Mason while he spoke.  “At first I thought this guy was a family member, but he’s in way too 

many shots and by too many beds.  He’s not in any of the staff or administrator shots, either, 

other than in the background.” 

“So...you’ve got some mystery man drawing blood in the middle of a busy hospital 

ward,” Mason said, tapping the screen.  “You got any with his face showing?” 

“Not that I’ve found so far,” Jack said, shaking his head.  “And that can’t be a 

coincidence, Mace.  I have hundreds of shots here, with him in almost half.” 

Mason tapped the screen again with his forefinger, his nail clicking repeatedly.  He stood 

back, blew out a long breath, and shrugged, “Can we at least discuss it over lunch?  I’m 

starving.” 

“You go on ahead.  I have another couple of files to download, and there might be 

something in there,” Jack said, head already down and fingers typing.” 

“Ah, hell, Jack.  I’ve seen that look before.”  Mason shook his head and started for the 

door.  “If you’re aren’t down there in ten minutes, I’ll send someone after you.” 
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Jack grunted, but was no longer paying attention. 

Mason shook his head again and left. 

# 

“Ba-Bam,” Jack yelled in Mason’s ear as he slammed the print onto the table.  Everyone 

in the little dining hall started, then settled back to their meal once they saw it was only Jack.  

Everyone working in a government building was jumpy these days.  Jack’s dad would have 

called them “skittish.”  The world had changed a lot, though, in the fifteen years since Old Man 

Montgomery was last walking the fields.  That was what all the farmhands called him.  The 

foreman once confided to Jack that it was a well-known fact the Old Man was just fine with his 

men working about a half a day--and he didn’t care which twelve hours they chose. 

He grinned at the old joke.  Jack had taken a lot from his dad, the concept of a full-day’s 

work for a full-day’s pay being the only one that stuck.  He liked to think of himself as a 

“plugger.”  The kind of guy who stuck with something until it was done, come hell or high 

water.   In this case it had, indeed, taken only ten minutes--give or take ten--to find a picture 

with the Shadowman’s face.  It still wasn’t very clear, but Jack was sure there wasn’t one better. 

Mason picked up the picture with one hand and continued eating with the other.  “This 

the best you got?” 

“Yeah,” Jack said, sliding into a chair across the table, “there doesn’t seem to be a better 

one.” 

“Does it help you ID the guy?” 

“Only from an elimination standpoint.”  He grabbed one of Mason’s fries and nibbled 

while he spoke.  “I know for a fact now that he’s not on the staff, or one of the administrators.  

He’s also not one of the government officials I spoke with, either.” 
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“Then I’ve only got two questions,” Mason said.  Jack looked at him, waiting for him to 

go on.  “One, why is some guy drawing blood from these patients, and two...what are we 

supposed to do about it?” 

“Well...the least we can do is alert the authorities over there,” Jack said, scratching his 

chin.  Oops...forgot to shave this morning. 

“No, Jack,” Mason shot back, “that’s the most we can do.”  Jack started to protest, but 

Mason held up a hand.  “Check with Sally on this one, but we don’t really do anything unless 

invited in by the country in question.  Local cops aren’t usually all keen to have outsiders come 

in and tell them how to do their jobs.” 

The wind taken completely out of his sails, Jack realized he was getting worked up over 

something that wasn’t his business.  For a moment, all he saw was the need to act; to do 

something other than guesswork and information gathering.  That’s a sad substitute for meaning 

in your life, boy-o, he thought.  There were any number of explanations for the Shadowman’s 

actions, and most of them did not have to be nefarious.  He could easily be an investigator much 

like himself, working for the government of Kazakhstan directly.  The problem with that, 

though, was there was normally a get-to-know-you meeting with everyone on the ground so 

people didn’t step on one another’s jurisdiction.  Maybe he’s freelance, working for a single 

government official.  But who...and, more importantly, why? 

“Earth to Jack,” Mason said, snapping his fingers in front of Jack’s face.  “Are you 

gonna eat, or what?” 

“Maybe later,” he said, standing.  “I need to finish up the report so I can get this to Sally 

by the end of the day.”  He snagged another fry from the greasy paper boat.  “After that, it’s her 

problem.” 
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# 

“Montabaur?” 

“It’s in Germany,” Sally said, sitting behind her desk and the mountain of paperwork that 

regularly claimed that territory for its own.  On some days all anyone saw of her was the top of 

her head with its tight matting of graying hair. 

“Yeah,” Jack said, “I know that.  I just don’t know what’s going on there that’s within 

our mandate.” 

“Probably nothing,” she said.  “There are some nervous senators worried about the 

recent spate of pilot suicides.  Specifically, suicide by crash.” 

“I’d hardly call two in the last few years a ‘spate’.” 

She picked up a sheet of paper, “Four in the last two years alone, with a casualty count of 

four-hundred and twenty-three.” 

“Still,” he sighed, “that’s within statistical norms, and, near as I can tell, not a medical 

problem.”  He shook his head, “Plus, I just fucking got home.” 

“There’s no call for profanity, Jack,” she said, narrowing her eyes and shaking a finger at 

him.  “We all do what we must.”  Her face softened, “Did I fail to mention ‘nervous senators’?” 

she said, tilting her head up at him.  Jack was a good kid, in her opinion, but sometimes he made 

her work too damn hard.  His mind wanted not only answers, but evidence for those answers as 

well.  I think thats why he’s had such a hard time accepting the death of his family, she thought.  

Without answers, there was nothing for him to accept.  His appearance was the most obvious 

outward expression of that state of mind.  His work ethic and attention to detail were as strong 

as ever, but he no longer threw himself into a project the way he once did.  Sometimes--like 

today--he tried to use his superpower to talk her out of an investigation.  Not today, though.  



Weeks / SLEEPERS / 22 

Her superiors made that perfectly clear. 

“Shit, Sally...Germany?”  He was pleading with her now, but her hands were tied. 

“You don’t have to leave today, but you need to be there by the end of the week.”  She 

shrugged, “Besides, it shouldn’t take long.  You’re just there to give the guy’s apartment the 

once-over, and check for anything external that could have triggered his suicidal tendencies.  

Those go back a few years, by the way, so it’s unlikely there was anything external.” 

“But if I want to do it right, I need to trace down every lead.”  He shoved his hands into 

the front pockets of his jeans and sighed, “That could take weeks.” 

“Don’t do it right, then.  Do it quick and come home.”  She knew he could never do 

that, but sometimes he needed reminding. 

“Fine,” he said.  “Get Barbara to schedule a flight for later in the week.”  His shoulders 

slumped, “I need to hold my mail again, and take care of a few other things.”  He turned to 

leave. 

“Good work on your report, by the way.  Even if it was late.” 

He shook his head and chuckled softly as he walked out of her office. 

That boy needs a rest, she thought as he left.  But if I don’t keep him busy, there’s no 

telling what he will do. 

# 

“Tough luck, Jack.”  Mason came straight to his office as soon as the word filtered down 

to his lab.  He sat on the only clean corner of the desk. 

“Oh well,” Jack said, “it’s not like there’s much to do at home, anyway.”  Sitting at his 

own desk again, he was methodically clicking through the pictures of the Shadowman.  He had 

found every one that showed even a part of the man, and placed them all in a single folder and 
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sorted them by date and time.  Going through them in sequence told a story without a plot, but 

as near as he could tell, the man had visited every single bed in that particular ward.  And no one 

seemed to notice him coming or going--or even acknowledged his presence. 

“So, did you see the casualty list of the crash?”  Mason picked up the baseball from the 

little stand on Jack’s desk.  He casually tossed it from hand to hand as he spoke.  “Small 

world...there were three passengers from Kazakhstan on that flight.” 

“Not so small, Mace.  Statistically, such an event was almost a surety.” 

He leaned down and whispered, “I love it when you talk dirty.”  They both laughed, 

breaking the tension, and Mason placed the ball back on its stand. 

Jack grabbed a stack of mail from his inbox, and leaned back, crossing his legs as he put 

his feet up on the desk.  “Should probably go through these and get anything important out of 

the way before I leave.”  Two letters in, he dropped his feet to the floor, and sat up so fast the 

stack fell from his lap and the chair tipped precariously.  His hands shook as he held the slim 

envelope, staring at it with his mouth agape. 

“Jack,” Mason said, as he stood and walked around to Jack’s side of the desk, “what’s 

wrong?  You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

Jack ran a hand through his hair, and waved the letter in the air at Mason.  “Open it.  I 

can’t.” 

Mason took the letter, turned it over in his hands a few times, then checked the postmark.  

“Hey, it’s from Montabaur.  That’s a pretty big coincidence.  Maybe this is the same letter Sally 

got asking for help.” 

“Check the date.” 

“March 23rd.  So?” 
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“That’s a full day before the crash, Mace.” 

Mason’s eyes narrowed, then grew wide.  Now his hands shook as he tore the envelope 

open and pulled the same coarse-grained paper from within.  He read it, lips pursed and brow 

furrowed.  “I don’t get it.” 

“What’s it say?” 

“Just, ʻMr. Peters did not kill your family.’”  He turned the paper over several times, 

much as Jack had done with the other one in his apartment.  “What the hell does that mean?” 

Calming the tremor in his hands, if not his voice, Jack took the letter from Mason and 

said, “It means I’m going to Germany for more than just a plane crash.” 

# 

Driving the lonely stretch of highway at night, it seemed even his headlights gave up after 

only a few feet in their attempt to pierce the darkness ahead.  The cabin of their car was 

unusually silent, and he strained to hear his own breathing.  There was no road noise, either, 

but a soft sound--a single pitch--gnawed at his brain with insistence to be heard.  The sound 

grew in both volume and intensity, but instead of searching for the source in front where it surely 

lay, he turned his head to look behind. 

Riley, his only daughter, looking like pictures of her mother at that age, sat quietly 

strapped in her car seat with her head turned, staring out the window.  Her yellow dress, the 

one her mother had picked out only hours before, was brighter than anything else in the car, 

making her look like a porcelain doll.  Jack watched in horror as that porcelain cracked under 

the sustained pressure of the sound, and she turned her mangled and bloody face toward him. 

“Who killed me, daddy?” 

Jack woke with a start, gasping for air.  He brushed the sweat-soaked hair from his eyes, 
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then scrubbed his face with both hands.  Reaching around, he pulled the little pillow--also 

soaked--from where it fell behind him, and tossed it into the next seat over.  The cabin of the 

plane was quiet, many of the passengers were sleeping much as he had been only moments 

before.  For an intercontinental flight, there were a remarkably large number of empty seats, 

affording him the luxury of an empty row all to himself.  He reached up and pressed the call 

button, and a strikingly beautiful attendant appeared almost instantly. 

“Can I help you, sir?”  She made it sound like an offer for sex.  Was that part of the 

training? he wondered. 

“I’d like a bourbon and rocks, please.” 

“Certainly,” she said, then turned and walked away.  He leaned out and watched, 

remembering how Beth used to point out such women to him, secure in the knowledge that he 

could appreciate beauty without straying.  If she had been a guy, she would have been the 

perfect wingman. 

Returning with his drink, she knelt beside his seat and handed it to him with a small 

coaster already underneath, making sure to brush her perfectly manicured fingers over his.  She 

looked up, batting her eyelashes a couple of times, and said, “Will there be anything else?” 

Nope, he thought, now she’s definitely flirting. 

“The drink’s enough for now,” he checked her name tag, “Amber.”  He looked up into 

her emerald green eyes, and added, “I’ll call if I think of something else.”  He smiled at her. 

She smiled, brushed a spray of stray hair over her ear, stood, and turned to leave.  

Looking back over her shoulder, she said, “Just tap the button and I’ll be right here.” 

There was a time, before Beth, he would have leapt at the opportunity, but not anymore.  

He spun the simple band on his finger a few turns, and grinned.  There was also a time when a 
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wedding ring was a clear signal to stay away, but these days it was more of an attractant to young 

women.  If he really wanted the advances to stop, he would take it off, but he still couldn’t do 

that.  In his heart he was married, and probably always would be. 

The seatbelt sign overhead lit up with a soft ping, then the captain spoke over the 

intercom, informing everyone the flight was on time and would be landing in Frankfurt soon.  

“Soon” was relative in the airline industry.  Jack knew he probably had about an hour before the 

passengers were allowed to deplane, so he pulled his tablet from the magazine pouch and opened 

the files Barbara had dumped there about the area where he would be working.  It was his first 

trip to Germany, after all. 

# 

Jack could have driven a government car from the airport to Montabaur, but the 

Cologne-Frankfurt high-speed railway promised to take him the eighty kilometers in under thirty 

minutes.  Besides, he didn’t feel up to braving the roads in an unfamiliar country.  If he’d 

brought his bike, he might have decided differently. 

Riding the train was a comfortable experience, even if the countryside flew by too fast.  

It was nothing like the trains in the US.  This was a fast, quiet, and safe ride, and even smoother 

than the flight in.  He missed the sound of wheels as they clackety-clacked on the rails, though 

at this speed it was more likely to sound like a drum solo.  Jack closed his eyes and nestled back 

against his seat, the gentle sway of the car lulling him to sleep as it took its long sweeping turns. 

“Hello again.” 

Jack’s lids snapped open and he looked up, directly into the deep green eyes of the flight 

attendant. 

“Amber?” he said. 
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“You remembered,” she winked.  “That’s a point in your favor.”  She pointed to the 

empty seat next to him and said, “May I?” 

He hesitated for only a second, a million thoughts raging to be heard, and her smile 

faltered a bit.  “Oh, uh... of course,” he said, finally, patting the seat.  Amber placed the small 

travel bag she carried under the seat, then folded herself, ass first, into the empty space.  Jack 

couldn’t help himself, smiling as she sat. 

She turned to him, brushing her auburn hair over an ear, and said, “In Germany on 

business?” 

“Yeah, I work for the CDC’s Global Health Center.” 

“A doctor?” 

“Oh no, I’m not smart enough for that,” he said with a chuckle.  “Field work, mostly.  

I’m their canary.” 

“Pardon?” she said as her brow furrowed. 

“Canary in the coal mine.  I go in first as a general investigator, looking for things a 

doctor might not think of.” 

“Oh,” she said, “that sounds interesting.”  Her tone said otherwise. 

“Not really, but thanks for trying.”  He smiled again, then they both lapsed into 

uncomfortable silence for a moment.  At last, he stuck out his hand and said, “My name’s Jack.” 

“I know,” she said, taking his hand and shaking it lightly, “I read the passenger 

manifest.” 

“Do you live in Germany?”  Her face scrunched up--which he had to admit to himself 

was cute--and he quickly added, “It’s just your accent is decidedly not German.” 

She laughed.  It was a hearty, throaty laugh, unconcerned with propriety or discretion.  
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It was a laugh both unconventional and comfortable.  It reminded him of Beth. 

“Oh, no.  I have a flight attendant friend who lives here, and when our downtime 

schedules work out, we trade apartments.” 

“That’s got to be the most interesting vacation idea I’ve heard yet,” he said, nodding his 

head. 

“Well...” she said, smirking, “I think I get the better end of the deal.” 

“How so?” 

“I live in Atlanta.” 

His first instinct was that it was an amazing coincidence, but his brain quickly calculated 

that thought out of existence.  The flight originated in Atlanta, after all, so the odds of her living 

there were quite high.  Still... 

“How long will you be visiting...” she began. 

“Montabaur,” he replied.  “It’s open-ended, but I hope to not take more than a week or 

two.” 

“Oh my,” she said with mock concern and a smile.  “My apartment is near there.  

Anything I need to be worried about?” 

“I doubt it,” he said, scratching his chin.  “I’m here mostly to calm my boss’s paranoia.”  

He cocked his head, “Or, I should say, her boss.” 

“Ah,” she said, holding her hand up like a traffic cop, “don’t get me started on bosses.” 

“Mine’s pretty good as bosses go,” he said, thinking about Sally patrolling the building 

like a bulldog.  “If you screw something up, she’ll hunt you down and let you know right 

quick.”  He shrugged and said, “But if you do something outstanding, she does exactly the same 

thing.  You always know where you stand with her.” 
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“Sounds like I should be working for her.” 

The train slowed, and a recorded voice announced Montabaur station. 

“That’s my stop,” Jack said, a little sad... and a little surprised to discover that fact.  As 

the train came to a stop, he stood and gathered the case he had brought into the car.  Amber 

stood as well, looking for something, then smiled as she reached out and plucked the pen from 

his pocket.  She grabbed his hand, turned it over, palm up, and wrote. 

“Here is my Twitter handle.  I don’t have a phone that works over here, so this is the best 

way to reach me.”  She looked up into his eyes, holding him in place, dumbfounded.  A slight 

and lopsided smile creased her face, and she said, “If you have any free time this week, we can 

get together for a drink.” 

So many emotions churned inside him, even his stomach was doing a mambo.  She’s 

beautiful and willing, but I am just not ready yet.  His head was swimming, and now, standing 

so close, he felt the heat of her, and the scent she wore wafted into his nostrils.  He breathed her 

in without a thought, and his cheeks flushed. 

He held up his left hand and showed her the ring, “I’m sorry, but I’m married.” 

Her smile grew, crinkling the corners of her eyes, and she said, “No you’re not.  But it’s 

cute how you use that as a shield.” 

“But--” 

She stood on her toes and gave him a light kiss on the cheek, then stood back to give him 

room and said, “Seriously, Jack, you need to get out and have some fun while you’re here.”  

Stepping aside so he could get to the aisle, she winked and added, “Besides, it’s not like I’m 

inviting you into my bed.  It’s just drinks, silly.” 

“Okay... maybe I will, then,” he said, still not sure which way to go.  He stepped out into 
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the aisle and walked toward the exit, looked at his hand, and said, “Maybe I will.”  He waved at 

her, and walked off the train. 

Great, he thought, now I have to get a fucking Twitter account. 

When he was outside, he looked at his hand again, noticing for the first time her handle 

included her last name.  His knees grew weak, threatening to buckle completely, and he leaned 

on a bench for support. 

Riley.   

# 

“I am not really an interpreter, Mr. Montgomery.  I just know more English than the 

others at the station.” 

Rutger drove Jack through the streets of Montabaur to the home of Andreas Lubitz, the 

co-pilot of the ill-fated Flight 9525.  While Jack wanted nothing more than to go straight to his 

hotel and fall into the bed waiting for him there, it was still daylight, and there was no sense in 

wasting it.  With any luck, he might see something today, and wrap up his investigation before 

the weekend. 

“I thought English was a de-facto second language here,” he said. 

Rutger smiled and asked, “Did you take a foreign language in school, Mr. Montgomery?” 

“Yeah, Spanish.  And the name’s Jack.” 

“Do you remember any of it, Jack?” 

“Um... not really, no,” he said, shaking his head.  “Point taken.” 

“I spend a lot of time watching American television.  Cheers being one of my favorites 

as a kid,” he said, with a more than passable Boston accent.  Now that’s just wrong, Jack 

thought.  I can’t even do that.   
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“Then you’ll be more than helpful, I think.  But please, don’t do the accent.  It’s a bit 

disturbing when I know you’re German.” 

Rutger laughed, and said, “I promise.  No more accents.” 

“It’s just that the first time I heard Hugh Laurie speak with a British accent it really threw 

me.  It sounded weird after so many years of watching House.” 

“Ach so!” Rutger said.  “I love that show,” he said, sounding like Gregory House. 

“Stop it,” Jack said, but was now laughing with him. 

“Here we are, I think,” Rutger said, pulling the car to a stop across from the large home 

Lubitz shared with his parents.  The construction was a simple hipped-roof design that 

was--much like what Jack knew of Andreas--completely nondescript.  There were reporters and 

police milling about, both inside and outside the taped-off areas, but no neighbors as far as Jack 

could see.  A couple of the homes facing Lubitz’s had their curtains pulled slightly askew, a face 

peeking out, but the curtains quickly fell back into place.  Rutger shifted the car into park and 

killed the engine. 

Jack pulled the camera from his bag, checked the charge, and opened the door, exiting his 

side at the same time Rutger did from his.  Jack smiled as he shook his head, We look like 

partners in a buddy cop movie. 

He stood back and took pictures of the home and neighborhood, getting every possible 

angle, then walked up to the police tape.  A large officer stopped him before he could cross the 

line, with a palm in his face and a single nein from his lips.  Rutger stepped between them, 

spoke briefly with the man, then ushered Jack past the barrier and the line it guarded. 

“I notice you didn’t even show him a badge,” Jack said. 

“He knows me, and that I outrank him,” Rutger said with a wink. 
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Jack raised an eyebrow, now curious, “Just what is your rank?” 

“Polizeioberkommissar.  Senior Inspector, or what you might call a 1st Lieutenant 

detective in your country.  Normally we wear a uniform with rank, but my role right now is 

more informal.” 

“I had no idea they were sending someone so senior as an interpreter,” Jack said.  “I feel 

like I should be driving you around.” 

Rutger laughed, and said, “I fear we would end up in Spain if you were driving.”  He 

added quickly with a wink, “No offense intended.” 

“None taken,” Jack said.  “I know my limitations.”  As they neared the house, the front 

door burst open and several officers exited carrying boxes.  Reporters of every nationality 

rushed to ask their important questions, but were ignored.  A single official stopped to address 

the press, and Rutger listened intently for a time while Jack tried to pick out the two or three 

German words and phrases he knew.  It was hopeless, and he waited for a translation. 

“He says they found no suicide note, but located something of significance which is 

being taken in for testing.  He hopes it will provide clues to what happened with Mr. Lubitz.”  

Rutger frowned and his brow furrowed.  “That is all,” he said. 

Something of significance, Jack thought.  An ominous phrase if ever I heard one.  He 

knew that only about one in six suicides left a note, but something as big as this surely merited 

one.  Whatever it is, I’ll find out tomorrow when we go to the station, and he followed Rutger 

into the house. 

 

# 

Jack entered his room at the Hotel Schlemmer after what seemed like an eternity of a day.  
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He had been up for nearly twenty-four straight hours, and all he wanted to do was crawl into that 

great big bed and cover himself from head to toe with the fluffy comforter.  First, though, he 

needed to place his phone and tablet on charge, and connect to the hotel’s wireless network.  His 

phone hadn’t had a good connection all day, and since it hadn’t pinged once, he knew he must be 

missing some emails from the office. 

His stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten since the plane, so he dialed room service 

and ordered a sandwich, then pulled his chargers and plug adapters from his bag, and plugged in 

each of his electronic devices.  Once the tablet booted, he logged into the hotel’s connection, 

and almost instantly was hit with a barrage of emails.  Each was sorted into the various folders 

he used to keep everything organized--one in his brother’s folder, one routed to Mason’s, and 

thirteen to Sally’s.  Spam filled up, as usual, but he deleted those after a single glance to verify 

they were all, indeed, spam.  The one from Mason had an attachment, so he opened that first, 

expecting the latest internet meme to brighten his day. 

Jack, 

I had Vanessa, a friend of a friend at the FBI, take a look at your Shadowman pics.  

She’s a bit of a savant when it comes to photo analysis, and she’s got this really cool program to 

combine a bunch of fuzzy pics into one clean one.  Don’t ask me how it’s done, but the result is 

attached to this email.  Vanessa’s already done a facial recognition search on the FBI database.  

No hits, I’m afraid. 

--Mason 

p.s.--I think I’ve got a shot with her!  ;) 

Jack smiled.  He had met Vanessa at a party at their mutual friend’s apartment, and 

unless Mason was willing to undergo a sex change operation, he actually had no chance with her.  
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I should probably tell him, but it will be more fun watching him find out for himself. 

Shaking his head, he opened the attachment, and was greeted with the stark face of the 

Shadowman in more detail than he expected.  He looks a lot like Patrick Stewart, he thought.  

Not the cool and cerebral Picard or Professor X version, but more like the one in Moby Dick.  

Angular, severe, and a bit creepy.  The man was seventy, if he was a day, and there was a gray 

shadow of stubble on his sunken cheeks.  It was the face of a man at a job long past his 

expiration date, but determined to finish nonetheless.  The eyes, still shaded by the hat, were 

empty dark orbs with neither iris nor sclera; the program clearly not having enough information 

to extrapolate, and it made the face that much more frightening.  Jack wondered how he never 

noticed such a man in his presence, and his skin crawled at the thought. 

“Thanks, Mason,” Jack said with a sigh.  It looked like sleep wasn’t going to come easy 

this night, either.  Fortunately there was a cure for that, and he set the tablet aside and walked 

with purpose to the mini-bar. 

# 

The station house was a beehive of activity when Jack and Rutger entered the building, 

various officers headed out for the day while others bent to the impossible task of investigating 

the suicide angle of the crash.  If Lubitz had intended his act to cause major disruption in the 

daily lives of his community, he couldn’t have done a better job.  Not knowing the language, to 

Jack, everyone sounded angry with one another.  For years, he maintained everyone in the world 

should learn Esperanto as a common language.  Listening to the people in this building today, 

I’m now more inclined toward Klingon. 

Rutger spoke with several men as they walked toward what, Jack assumed, was the man’s 

office.  The last few conversations grew quite heated, with Rutger snapping orders to several 
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underlings. 

“Anything wrong?” Jack asked. 

“In my office,” was the response, and Rutger stopped at a door and held it open for Jack 

to enter.  Once both were inside, he walked around his desk, pressed a button on the intercom 

and said a few words.  He sat, and Jack found a nearby chair and pulled it closer to the desk, sat, 

and waited.  “We have a small problem,” Rutger said at last. 

Jack opened his mouth to ask a question, but a young officer burst in, breathing hard. 

“Mr. Montgomery, this is Oberwachtmeister Klaus Burghoff,” he nodded at the man.  

“Oberwachtmeister, would you please tell our guest why everyone is so excited this morning?” 

The poor man stood at attention, his eyes darting from his superior to Jack, then back 

again. 

“It’s okay, Klaus, he is a guest of the government.” 

“Sir,” he began, nodding at Rutger, then at Jack, “the evidence that was signed in last 

night is no longer present in the building.” 

Jack tilted his head, not quite understanding, “Where is it?” 

“We... do not know.” 

“But--” 

“That will be all, Klaus,” Rutger said.  The man hastened out the door, closing it as 

quietly as he could, though clearly happy to be dismissed. 

Once he was gone, Jack turned his attention back to Rutger and said, “Do you often have 

problems with evidence going missing?” 

Rutger snorted, and said, “I’ll assume you are joking, Jack.”  He drummed his fingers on 

the surface of his desk for a few seconds, then said, “I cannot imagine why someone would want 
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to steal evidence in a suicide investigation, but I assure you, we will find out.” 

Jack’s interpreter-slash-driver was gone, and in his place sat a detective. 

# 

The bar was both better lit and much quieter than he was used to.  After the fiasco at the 

station, Jack needed to unwind.  His first suggestion to Rutger earned him a sideways glance 

and a smirk. 

“Of course we have surveillance cameras in the station,” he said, still drumming his 

fingers on the desk, “but for some unknown reason, they went offline after twenty-two hundred.” 

An entire surveillance system didn’t just happen to go offline.  Not in a police station. 

What was in the damn box that was so important?  No one was saying, and Rutger was 

sure he didn’t recognized the officer who carried the box out of the house that morning, either.  

It seemed to Jack the only reason the evidence made it to the station at all was the presence of so 

many television cameras.  Regardless, he still didn’t see a reason to be here; it wasn’t a CDC 

concern, in his opinion.  More importantly, how is this connected to my letters, and are my 

mystery pen pal and the Shadowman one and the same?  He grabbed his drink, swirled it 

around, watching the light refract off the crystal and ice, and said under his breath, “Someone’s 

gaslighting me, and I don’t like it one bit.” 

As he lifted the drink to his lips, a voice behind him said, “I see you started without me.”  

Amber stepped around the table and pulled out her own chair before he could stand.  “What are 

you having?” 

“Bourbon,” he said, placing the tumbler on the worn wooden surface.  He waved for a 

waiter.   

“Oh, no,” she said, shaking her head, “that will never do.”  She looked up at the waiter, 
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just arriving, and said “Altbier, please, with a large squeeze of lemon.”  She nodded at Jack, 

“He’ll have one as well.”  The waiter nodded once and scurried away. 

“You know, “Jack said, grinning, “in some countries, ordering for someone means you’re 

engaged.” 

“You just made that up,” Amber said, flipping her hand at him. 

“Guilty as charged,” he said, laughing. 

The waiter arrived with their beer, and Amber lifted hers toward Jack.  “Cheers,” she 

said, then they clinked mugs and drank. 

Oh, so that’s what beer is supposed to taste like, he thought with a satisfied smile.  I 

could get used to this. 

Amber drank for a long time, finally placing the mug back on the table and wiping her 

mouth and tilting her head at him.  “So,” she said, “what’s got you drinking the hard stuff so 

early in the day?” 

He frowned, holding the mug in both hands, and said, “A day filled with more questions 

than answers, I’m afraid.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

He shook his head, “It’s still in the middle of an official investigation, I’m afraid, and--” 

“You can’t talk about it.”  She nodded once, “I get it.” 

“Here’s what I can tell you,” he began, not sure why.  “Someone’s been sending me 

letters regarding events in my personal life, and I’m pretty sure the person writing them is tied to 

this investigation somehow.” 

“Well... that sounds ominous.” 

“Either that, or someone is playing a particularly heinous joke at my expense.” 
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“If you’re investigating the Germanwings crash,” she said, her mouth a hard line, “I 

wouldn’t call that a joke.” 

Even as her face grew hard, his softened, and he sighed, “No, I guess not.”  This date--if 

he could call it that--was already spiraling out of control, much as the day’s events had.  Putting 

aside the fact of his fatigue and frustration, he was simply not ready to be dating again.  Not this 

soon.  Worse was the realization that the flirting came so easily to him with this woman, and, 

because of that more than anything, he felt as if he were cheating on Beth. 

“Why so sad?” she said, her voice dragging him from his internal despair. 

Jack stared at his beer, turning the ring on his finger, comforted by its weight.  “That’s a 

conversation I’m not ready to have, yet.” 

“Oh,” she said, watching him fiddle with the band.  “Well... how about we order 

something to eat, then.  I’m starving, and I’m sure you haven’t had time for a meal, either.” 

“That sounds--”  His phone buzzed.  “Just a sec,” he said, and pulled the phone from his 

pants pocket.  Rutger.  Damn.  “Hold on, I have to take this.” 

“Duty calls,” she said, waving him to continue. 

He smiled an apology, and pressed the answer key and said, “Yes, Rutger?” 

“I think we have something from an external camera you need to see,” the man said, a 

restrained excitement in his voice.  “Can you tear yourself away for a couple of hours?” 

As good an excuse as any, he thought. 

He covered the phone with his free hand and lifted his head to Amber, saying, “I’m afraid 

I have to cut this short.  Rain check?” 

“Certainly,” she said with a wry grin.  “I understand completely.” 

He tilted his head at that for just a second, then dismissed it, saying to Rutger, “I’ll be 
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there in twenty minutes.”  Jack stood, finished off his beer, then removed his wallet.  He dug 

inside for a ten Euro banknote and tossed it on the table to cover the drinks.  Amber raised an 

eyebrow, and he pulled out another ten just to play it safe.  Shaking his head, he pulled another 

forty out, tossed it on the table, and said, “For dinner.” 

She gathered up the last two bills and handed them back, saying, “I’ll take care of my 

own meal, thank you.”  She grinned, and added, “Save your money.  The next one will cost you 

much more by way of an apology.” 

He said his goodbyes and hurried out before he could change his mind.  Walking with a 

singular purpose toward the door, he never noticed the man sitting by himself at a corner table.  

The man crossed his legs and set his hat on the table in front of him, watching Amber finish her 

beer. 

# 

“Right... here,” Rutger said, tapping the screen where the back entrance of the station was 

shown in fuzzy detail.  The footage, he told Jack, came from a storefront across the street, the 

camera pointed their way by a fortuitous installation error.  The night-time scene from the 

recording was inky-black, and the resolution of the video was not very good, but there was a 

light in the entry strong enough to at least see clear shapes.  There was no mistaking the image 

of a tall man in an overcoat and fedora emerging from the doorway.   Cradled in his arms was a 

cardboard box. 

It can’t be, he thought, his hands shaking as he looked at the image, now paused for 

inspection.  He reached out and touched the screen, tracing the man’s likeness from hat to boot.  

What is the connection?  Who is he working for?  There was more going on here than a simple 

suicide, or even a sleeping sickness three thousand miles away.  How is this man getting in and 
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out of secure facilities without anyone noticing? 

“Jack,” Rutger said, leaning toward him, “are you okay?” 

Without taking his eyes from the screen, Jack fumbled for his phone.  He glanced at it 

only long enough to find the copy of Mason’s email from the day before.  He opened it, even as 

he turned his eyes back to the screen, and showed the picture of the Shadowman to Rutger. 

“Look familiar?” he said. 

Rutger drew back, the photo having apparently the same effect on him it had on Jack.  

He leaned closer again, alternating between the photo and the video of the station.  “Who is he?” 

“Haven’t a god damn clue, my friend, but he’s involved in more than just this little theft.” 

“Can you forward this to me?”  Rutger said, still searching the Shadowman’s face for a 

clue.  “I think it’s time we get in touch with Interpol.” 

“You won’t find anything,” Jack said, sitting back in his chair and crossing his legs. 

“Why do you say that?” 

“FBI’s already come up snake-eyes, and with everything we’ve seen him do so far, I’m 

betting he’s government-issue.”  Jack looked up at his new friend, “Maybe not our government, 

but clearly somebody’s.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

As Jack suspected, Interpol was no help, but now that they had their ears on, things could 

change overnight.  The decision to hang around for another week--maybe more--was easy, 

especially since he had little more to do than conduct interviews.  That left him a lot of free 

evenings, and he spent most of that time with Amber.  She was right about the next meal being 

expensive, her dinner order ensuring his apology was well-received.  They had already been out 

together three times, and he still hadn’t made any overt romantic overtures other than a light 

peck on the cheek at the end of the evening.  She never seemed disappointed or made advances 

in that regard, either, so he naturally assumed the relationship was platonic.  Either that, he 

thought, or she’s as broken as I am. 

At Düsseldorf University Hospital, where Lubitz had been diagnosed with mental issues, 

Jack hoped to find enough evidence to tie this up in a neat enough bow to call the case closed.  

Still, why would the Shadowman be interested in this case at all?  That one question gnawed at 

him, telling him over and over this was going to be neither simple, nor short.  What frightened 

Jack most was the connection to Kazakhstan.  But is there a connection?  If the Shadowman is 

an independent contractor, his presence at both could be a simple coincidence. 

But Jack didn’t believe in coincidences, especially when someone was sending him 

letters that seemed to be tied to both cases.  Occam’s razor should help him slice through the 

tangle of possible explanations to find the one that was true, only there were no explanations.  

Not yet. 

“A penny for your thoughts,” Amber said from the driver’s seat of their rented car. 

“What?” he said, roused from his reverie for the first time since they entered the main 

road to Düsseldorf.  “Oh, I’m sorry.  A lot on my mind, I guess.” 
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“No doubt.” 

Jack asked her to drive on this trip because, he told her, “I don’t know the roads, or the 

traffic laws.”  The truth was that he planned to use her in his investigation.  All official 

channels had crapped out in their quest to open Lubitz’s medical records, but Jack knew a 

truism: everyone opens up to a pretty woman.  The more beautiful, the more relaxed and 

forthcoming the response.  Looking over at his companion, he guessed the real trick would be to 

get them to stop talking.  It didn’t hurt that she also spoke German like a native--at least it 

sounded like it to his ear. 

“I’m uncomfortable with this whole thing,” she said. 

“Don’t worry.  You’ll do fine.” 

Amber glanced across the car at him, then turned her attention back to the road.  “I’m 

not concerned with how I’ll do, Jack-- making people comfortable is kind of my job.  I’m just 

not sure this whole thing is right.” 

“We’re not stealing anything, or breaking in, or hurting anyone.  We’re just gonna get 

some old guys to say more than they probably should,” he finished, a saccharin-sweet smile on 

his lips. 

She bit her bottom lip, then said, “Are you sure this will work?” 

“Only if they’re human.” 

# 

Jack followed Amber up the steps inside the hospital, the black pencil skirt she wore 

hugging her curves and accentuating the sway of her walk, driving him to distraction.  With her 

hair tied back in a black ribbon, the perfect pair of hipster horn-rims perched on her nose, and the 

crisp white buttoned-down shirt, she was the exemplar of a secretary-slash-translator.  Tying the 



Weeks / SLEEPERS / 43 

hair had been her idea--the thought being that freeing the wavy tresses at just the right time 

would have a disarming effect on most men.  Most being all, of course, Jack thought with a 

wide grin. 

How does she climb stairs in those heels? he wondered, marveling at the balance and 

grace required.  Beth had been equally adept, but preferred the comfort of worn sneakers over 

heels.  Especially heels like those.  The four-inch spikes would make a lovely weapon, if 

Amber so chose. 

“Stop watching my ass,” she hissed. 

“Can’t help it,” he whispered.  “Okay, I can... I just don’t want to.”  She chuckled at 

that, but said nothing more. 

At the top a woman waited for them, clipboard held to her chest like a shield.  She 

looked to be about Jack’s age, and nearly a head shorter than Amber.  Her raven-black hair was 

also tied back, but in a severe and uncompromising bun.  The rimless half-glasses perched on 

the end of her nose were strictly for reading, and hovered over a lemon-tight mouth. 

Reaching the top, Amber stuck her hand out and said, “Guten Tag, Arzt Friesenhäuser.” 

“Guten Tag,” the woman said with a nod, never taking her hands off the clipboard to 

return the greeting. 

Undeterred, Amber dropped her hand to her side and continued, “Ich heisse Amber Riley, 

und dies ist mein Arbeitgeber, Jack Montgomery.” 

Jack, who had just been listening for his name, took the cue and offered his own hand.  

This time, Dr. Friesenhäuser relinquished her death-grip on the clipboard and shook it. 

“Nice to meet you,” she said with a wry grin and an amused tilt of her head.  “Tell your 

interpreter that we won’t be needing her services today.”  She shook her head, and added, “Such 
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as they are.” 

“I think she got the message,” he said with a laugh.  Beside him, Amber fumed, but to 

her credit kept the cheerful smile.  If they were men, this would be called a pissing contest... and 

already over with.  The look in Amber’s eyes said this was far from over.  He opened his 

mouth to speak, but the doctor beat him to it. 

“Ms. Riley can visit the cafeteria while you and I chat,” she said, her head facing Jack 

while her eyes were locked firmly on Amber.  “No need to bore her with our conversation.” 

And there it is, Jack thought.  He had seen this more than once during his marriage.  

There were women, usually intelligent, who were simply insecure in the presence of beauty.  

Beth’s rivaled Amber’s, and she experienced this same hostility over the years--especially when 

he accompanied her.  Worse, she was often dismissed out of hand as a “bimbo” by such women 

just because she turned heads.  Sure, he knew women like Amber had it easy in many aspects of 

their daily lives because their looks opened doors most women never knew existed, but there was 

this flip-side as well. 

“That’s okay, Jack,” Amber said, sounding more gracious than he knew she felt, “I may 

just do some exploring.”  She winked at him, turned to the doctor, and said, “It was lovely 

meeting you,” and walked away. 

Jack watched her for a few seconds, then grinned back at Dr. Friesenhäuser, and said, 

“Your office?” 

“Follow me,” she said.  “I’m not sure what you hope to discover, Mr. Montgomery.” 

“Jack, please.” 

“Very well, Jack.  You may call me Claudia, but the question remains.” 

“I know you can’t give me any details of the man’s medical history, but I was hoping for 
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some insight.” 

She slowed, and tilted her head, then said, “I fear those are one and the same.”  Stopping 

at a door, she gestured for him to lead the way. 

Jack entered the large corner office, tastefully decorated with minimal furniture.  There 

was, however, a fully-stocked “I love me” wall behind the large wooden desk.  These were 

always on display when dealing with upper-echelon military, government officials, and anyone 

else occupying the rarefied atmosphere of leadership.  It seemed narcissism respected no 

national boundaries. 

He took a seat in front of the desk, leaned back, and crossed his legs with casual 

indifference.  The doctor walked around the desk, pointedly not looking at the display of photos 

on her wall, and sat.  She steepled her hands in front of her face, and said, “As I have said to 

everyone else, I am legally obligated to keep Mr. Lubitz’s records private.” 

“Obligated to whom?” 

“Mr. Lubitz, of course.” 

“I’m sorry if I sound insensitive... but isn’t he dead?” 

Her face creased in a thin smile, and she said with deliberate pace, “That is correct, and 

since releasing his records requires his permission...” she put her hands in the air and shrugged.  

“You can see the dilemma.” 

“Can’t his family give permission?” 

“Of course, Jack, but this is Germany.” 

He pursed his lips, and stared quizzically. 

“We do not talk about our infirmities in this country, Jack.  Especially, those of a mental 

nature.”  She spread her hands flat upon the desk, and shook her head, “I am afraid you’ll get 
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nothing without a court order, and that will take a long time.” 

“So,” he began carefully, “you are confirming he had mental issues.” 

“I did no such thing!” she sputtered. 

“The implication is--” 

“You may infer whatever you like, but I will confirm nothing.” 

# 

Amber wandered the halls, still seething at the way she had been treated.  She thinks that 

just because she’s a doctor, she’s better than me.  I’ve got a job to do, though, she thought, 

shaking her head, and I should probably stick to the plan. 

“Sind Sie verloren, Miss?” 

She spun around to confront the voice behind, thinking, No, I’m not lost, and stopped 

with the words frozen to her lips.  The man was old by her standards, but he was in amazing 

health.  This guy is serious about his workouts. 

“Nein, ich bin nur für die Psychiatrie,” she said without thinking.  She didn’t even know 

if German hospitals had a psychiatric ward, but a shot in the dark was better than no shot at all. 

“Oh, das ist eine Etage höher,” he said, smiling. 

Of course it’s one floor up.  That’s where I was headed when Nurse Diesel sent me 

away. 

“Danke,” she said, and started back toward the stairs.  Walking away, she felt the man’s 

eyes on her ass, much as Jack’s had been earlier, but this was more of an assault.  Men are men, 

everywhere I go. 

At the top of the stairs she searched until she found the nurse’s station, where a single 

male nurse sat filling out a form.  This is more like it.  Close to her age, he was the type of man 
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she rarely had trouble with.  Shorter than average, his nose was tucked into his task as if it were 

the only thing in his life.  And it probably is, she thought, noticing the lack of a wedding ring on 

his hand.  He looked up as she approached, his over-sized ears threatening to take him airborne, 

and his eyes widened. 

This is gonna be all too easy. 

# 

“I understand, doctor, that you have your reputation to uphold,” Jack said, nodding, “but I 

only need to wrap up an investigation that I should never have been a part of.  I’ll take your 

refusal to deny as a positive answer to my question.  For the purposes of my report, that is.”  He 

smiled and waited. 

“I think you are twisting my words for your own ends, Mr. Montgomery.” 

“Guilty as charged,” he said with a laugh.  “I just need something to satisfy my boss so I 

can go home.”  He pantomimed typing, and said, “Mr. Lubitz was suffering from a presumed, 

though” he nodded toward her, “unconfirmed, mental disorder that may have led to his suicide.” 

“I will confirm only what your partner already knew--Mr. Lubitz was certified as unfit 

for work that day.  The rest is restricted, and only available to his immediate family.” 

“Pardon me... did you say partner?” 

“Yes,” she said with an exasperated sigh, and a wave of her hand.  “He was here only 

moments before you arrived.  I naturally assumed he was one of yours.” 

“Can you describe him?” he said, afraid of the answer. 

“Of course.  Such a man leaves an impression, does he not?  He was tall, in his 

seventies, and wore a long coat and a hat--both of which he declined to remove.” 

The Shadowman was here, and moments ago.  Is he still in the hospital?  Jack’s head 
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was swimming, drowning in the possibilities.  Amber. 

“Dr. Friesenhäuser, the only person with me today is Ms. Riley.  He might be with the 

police, but he is certainly not part of my investigation.”  He stood and started toward the door 

when a light knocking came from the other side.  Amber opened the door before anyone either 

of them could respond, and said, “Mr. Montgomery?  We have that appointment at fifteen 

hundred, and we’ll have to get moving if you want to be there on time.” 

There was an urgency in her voice that went far beyond the fake deadline, so Jack said, “I 

completely forgot, Ms. Riley.  Thank you for reminding me.”  He nodded to the doctor and 

said, “I apologize for cutting this short, Dr. Friesenhäuser, but we really must be going.” 

“Certainly, Mr. Montgomery, it was nice meeting you,” she said, clearly confused.  She 

stepped around her desk to take his hand, looking him dead in the eye, “Are you sure the other 

man was not with you?” 

“Positive, doctor.  Check the sign-in sheet at the front desk if you don’t believe me.”  

He knew there would be no name for the man on the sign-in, nor would there be surveillance 

video of him walking the halls.  Amber was fidgeting in the doorway, ready to bust with some 

kind of news, but he knew it had to wait until they were out of the building and safely in the car.  

“Shall we?” he said to her, and freed his hand from the stern little woman.  He nudged Amber 

ahead as they exited the office and hurried out of the building. 

# 

“How did you get this?” Jack asked, thumbing through the pictures on Amber’s phone as 

she drove back to Montabaur.  She refused to tell him what her excitement was about until they 

were on the road. 

“Oh, you know,” she said with a bright smile, batting her eyelashes, “I can be very be 
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persuasive when the need arises.” 

“I bet,” he said, bending his head back to the display. 

“The file was already on the desk when I got there, so I just had to get the poor little boy 

to leave me alone with it long enough get some shots.”  She shrugged, “It was actually pretty 

easy.” 

“Translation--you got him worked up enough he had to excuse himself for a little alone 

time.” 

“I wouldn’t put it so crudely, but,” she grinned like an evil doll, “yeah.” 

He stopped on one of the pictures and zoomed in.  “It says here Lubitz hadn’t been able 

to sleep for the past five years because he was afraid he was going blind.” 

“Kind of like my desk nurse,” she laughed. 

Jack snorted.  “He was also treated for suicidal tendencies.”  There was some stuff 

about ordering blood tests, but the results weren’t on the first few pages he saw, and weren’t 

likely to be of interest, regardless.  He looked up at her and said, “That, right there, is the end of 

my investigation.”  Satisfied his part in this was over, he leaned back, relaxing for the first time 

in a week.  He blew out a breath, and thought about how he would spin this to Sally.  She might 

be satisfied, but those above her in the food chain might not.  At least it’s over for me, and I can 

go home.  There was also the mysterious letter-writer to consider, but nothing had jumped out at 

him during the course of the investigation of Lubitz.  It could all be an incredible coincidence, 

after all.  Still, he thought, what was the Shadowman doing at the hospital?  He must have been 

looking for something he didn’t find in the evidence box.  Either that or tying up loose ends... 

“Oh shit!” he said, louder than he intended.  Sitting up quickly, he fumbled for his cell 

phone. 
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“What’s wrong,” Amber said, her face a mask of confusion. 

“Nothing... I hope,” he said as he dialed the doctor’s number.  It rang far longer than a 

hospital phone ever should, and when someone finally answered, he heard many voices in the 

background. 

“Hallo?” said a quivering voice definitely not belonging to Dr. Friesenhäuser. 

“Dr. Friesenhäuser, please.” 

There was a long pause, then the voice on the other end broke into sobs, and the 

background noise grew louder, as she said, “Der Arzt ist tot.” 

“Shit, shit, shit...” he said, banging his phone on the car seat, his voice shaking as he 

ended the call.  “GodDAMNit!”  He knew enough German to understand that phrase. 

“Jack,” Amber said, her voice full of worry, “what’s wrong?” 

He dialed a new number. 

“Jack...?” 

“Dr. Friesenhäuser is dead.” 

“What?  How?”  She watched him dial, and said, “Who are you calling?” 

“Rutger,” he said as he hit the send button.  “I’m willing to bet my life savings she didn’t 

die of natural causes,” he held the phone pressed firmly to his ear as his hands shook, “and we 

were probably the last people to see her alive.”  He pulled a card out of his wallet while the 

phone rang, ran a finger down the list, then said to Amber, “Turn around.  We need to go back 

to Düsseldorf.” 

“Back to the hospital?” 

“No... the Consulate.”  She tilted her head, and he said, “I don’t know if we are in any 

trouble, and I don’t think they can keep us from the cops for long, but it might be enough to get 
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Rutger here before things go completely south.” 

# 

Rutger climbed the steps of the consulate in Düsseldorf, wondering how things had 

gotten so out of hand.  He knew Jack had gone to see what he could find at the hospital, but he 

never suspected there was any danger.  Even not knowing the man long, he still couldn’t picture 

him murdering anyone.  Especially not how it had been done.  A stiletto to the base of the skull 

is an assassin’s method, and Jack is no assassin.  Before leaving the station, though, he did take 

a look at Ms. Riley’s records, and other than a few traffic fines, there was nothing there.  They 

were either both exactly what they appeared to be, or very, very good at hiding who they really 

were. 

His superiors were not happy with this turn of events, nor his involvement by invitation 

of the Verdammt suspect.  Rutger was told to tread carefully--Hmmpf, as if I didn’t know 

that--and sent on his way.  The unspoken caveat was don’t come back without them. 

Wearing his dress uniform, he was ignored as he entered the building, but now a small 

man wearing large eyeglasses accosted him. 

“Polizeioberkommissar Brieske?”  To Rutger, the man looked like a small nervous dog 

begging for a treat. 

“Yes,” he offered his hand, “and you are?” 

“My name is Dixon Brill, assistant to the Attache in Düsseldorf,” he said, taking Rutger’s 

hand in soft fingers to shake it lightly. 

“Secretary.  Got it,” Rutger said, already dismissing the minor functionary.  “Where are 

Jack and his companion?” 

“First, you must understand that no arrests are to be made within this compound--” 
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“I am here to arrest no one, sir.  This is to be a friendly conversation,” he leaned into the 

man’s personal space, adding, “for now.” 

Brill leaned so far back he stumbled a step.  Recovering, he looked up at the expression 

on Rutger’s face and swallowed hard.  “Follow me, please.”  Turning on his heels, he walked 

away without another word. 

Gott, beschütze mich vor kleinen Männern mit großen Träumen, he thought, eyes rolled 

upward. 

The walk was blessedly short, Brill stopping in front of an office door with no nameplate.  

He knocked, and a booming voice--Not Jack’s, Rutger thought--beckoned them to enter.  When 

he stepped through the opened door, Jack was seated on a leather sofa across the room being 

watched by a Marine MP.  Another man, round and red-faced, sat at a large desk near a 

curtained window.  Jack, for his part, looked glad to see him.  His companion, however, was 

not with him. 

“Hello, Jack,” Rutger said, forcing a smile.  Jack returned the smile, but the other man 

scowled.  The Marine did not move. 

“Hiya, Rutger,” Jack said, “fancy meeting you here.” 

“You were the one who invited me.” 

“I did, at that,” Jack said, scratching his chin.  “Okay, boys, give us the room.” 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Montgomery,” the fat man said, “but I cannot allow you to be 

interviewed by law enforcement without legal representation.” 

“I’m not being interviewed.  Right, Rutger?” he said with a wink.  “This is just two old 

friends commiserating about their day at work.” 

“This is unwise, Mr.--” 
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“And completely off the record, sir,” Rutger added.  “If need be, we can schedule a 

formal interview at the local station for another time.” 

The man behind the desk looked hard into Rutger’s eyes for a moment, then turned to the 

MP and tilted his head.  The MP shrugged almost imperceptibly, and the large man said, “Fine, 

we’ll give you guys some time alone.”  He shook his finger at Jack, “Please don’t say anything 

stupid we can’t untangle later.” 

“Gotcha,” he said with a snap of his hand in salute.  “No admissions of guilt.” 

The other man sighed, shook his head, then struggled out of his chair and left, the MP 

close on his heels.  After the door closed, Rutger walked over to the desk, sat on a corner, and 

said, “Alright, Jack, what’s this all about?” 

“The Shadowman was at the hospital,” Jack said, “and I think he killed that doctor.” 

“A doctor and a desk nurse,” Rutger corrected.  “The question is why.” 

“Damn.”  Jack stood and began pacing.  “He was there, I know it.  Of course, you 

won’t find evidence on the video surveillance, or on any of the sign-in sheets.  I think that’s why 

he killed them.”  He turned to Rutger, his eyes moist, “They were probably the only ones who 

had any personal interaction with them.  He needed to hide the trail.” 

“Why was he there in the first place?  He already had all the evidence from the 

apartment.” 

“Not all of it,” Jack said.  “There is something in the hospital files on Lubitz,” he pulled 

Amber’s phone from his pocket, and said, “and I think I know what it is.” 

# 

The old man shuffled toward the large blue mailbox, a coarse envelope gripped in one 

gnarled hand.  The fingers, worn and callused, knuckles as big as walnuts, flexed painfully as he 
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