
        
            
                
            
        

    



A Month of Mondays









Jake Monday Chronicles Book 2


 







Robert Michael


Copyright © 2013 Robert Michael


 







INFINITE WORD PRESS


Broken Arrow, OK











Chapter 1


Smoke on the Water


Smoke circled around the man's head like a halo. His
shoulders were immense. It looked as if someone had stuffed small boulders in
the sleeves of his Armani jacket. A dim light reflected from his bald head. He
held a cigar the size of a Sharpie in his fat fingers. His fingers looked like
white sausages, his nails trimmed and gold rings on three fingers of each hand.
He was a powerful man. Giselle hated him. Father practically worshipped him.


"So," he said, his voice like gravel being dumped
over a bass drum. "What are we going to do about the President, now? 
Hmm?"


Her father was composed. He sat in an old chair with his
legs crossed primly. The room was stuffy. It was decorated in a French style
reminiscent of the Second World War.


"The President's demise is the least of our worries now.
We have problems at home. Our clients are at each other’s throats. We are bound
to lose one or the other."


The man smacked his lips. They were small, but puffy. Giselle
understood that her hatred for this man came in no small part from the fact
that she had never learned his name. Her father did not even repeat it. It
disgusted her that this man would think he was so far above the rest of
humanity as to not use his name.


"This is your problem, Eilif. Galbraith can rot for all
my care. I am talking about power. Not money."  He stabbed the cigar in
the air to punctuate his sentence. The ember glowed for one second, a mystical
period suspended in the air.


"Our plan to entrap Monday, expose his government tail,
and put the President on notice failed in most aspects."


"Monday. An ant. Do you know what I do with ants, Eilif?"


They all knew the answer to that. Giselle saw her father
falter for the first time. He looked down. 


She felt the need to rescue him. She pushed away from the
book shelf she had been leaning on and walked between them to the table by the
man's arm. She lifted the fluted glass canter of rare Glenfiddich 40-year
bourbon whiskey. She poured some in a tumbler, straight, about two finger's
worth. She watched its caramel color swirl for a moment as a chocolate richness
settled. She knew the man was watching her. 


How could he not?  


She lifted the tumbler to her lips and sipped. She could
taste peat and smoke, honey and the deep flavor of one of the finest rare
whiskeys in the world. She exhaled through her nose and closed her eyes,
feeling the whiskey on her lips. She flicked her tongue out across her lips
seductively, acting as if there were no one else in the room, but knowing full
well the man's eyes were following her every move. She had his attention.


"The tail turned out to be a CIA agent, Camilla Cross. She
was killed by the proximity of the EMP blast. It ruptured blood vessels in her
brain. She was dead before she hit the ground."


"Impressive. Is that typical fallout from a weapon like
that?"  The cigar man asked, tapping ashes lightly onto the carpet.


She shook her head and took another sip. The Glenfiddich was
warm in her throat.


"No. Apparently, the proximity, angle, frequency, and
power were a dangerous mixture. It cannot be trusted to perform that way with
every target."


"That explains why Monday was unaffected," Eilif
offered. Giselle glanced at him. 


He did not sound desperate, but his comment smacked of
pandering. This surprised her. Who was this man who produced such fear in her
father?


"Yes. And the President. This brings us back to the
business at hand. The President is not off the board, strictly speaking. He is
still priority, but not in order of chronology," Giselle said.


The man smiled. 


"That is not how I understand priority, Ms.
Chaput."


It rankled her that he used her name like a blunt weapon
against her. He made it sound dirty.


"New definition. Priority in name only. He is to be
dealt with at a time appropriate to the deed. In other words, sir, he is dead
already. He and the world just do not know that yet."


She held the tumbler up in a mock toast, a playful and
prideful smile on her face. Cool confidence had always worked in her favor. With
her physical attributes, her knack for negotiation, and her wits, she rarely
had to resort to baser methods of manipulation. She watched his eyes flick from
her to her father.


"Your daughter is brave. I hope she can back up her
courageous speech."


Eilif hesitated. She need not look at him to know that he
was nervous. Not for his daughter, no. Her failure would mean his skin as much
as hers. 


"I am not making a promise. I am merely stating what we
know as fact. Someone as powerful as the President of the United States is
surrounded by layers of security. This is especially true since Atlanta. We
need access, a trusted associate, and plausible denial," she said. She
struggled to not sound defensive.


"Who cares?  Once he is removed, the chaos that ensues
will create a vacuum. It will not matter who took his life. Besides, why am I
paying all these newspaper editors and news agency executives if not to twist
the public perception?"


She knew he was powerful. She wished her father had given
her more information before she had agreed to join him at this meeting. This
mansion on the coast of France near Cartegena was proof that he had power
globally. Her father was rich, but power was fleeting. His operations were
global as well, but the casual ease with which their host made his veiled
threats gave her cause to begin to worry for the first time. 


Are we over our heads for the first time? She
wondered. She wondered why they had allowed Clarence to convince them to work
with this man and his clandestine, global organization. Perhaps they were not
working with them. In truth, it seemed they worked for them. If her father came
to the same realization, she was sure he would be torn between pride and fear.


Giselle looked out the patio door out to the waves of the Mediterranean
Sea crashing on the moonlit beach. The night was lit in hues of blue. It was a
sharp contrast to the dark paneled room filled with books, an old green carpet,
antique cherry-stained furniture, bitter cigar smoke, and the ancient trophies
of a life lived in the last century. She sighed.


"What Giselle is saying is that it will take more time
to accomplish. Our focus is still the same. However, we will also be carrying
out several other missions that are less crucial, but use different personnel
and have a quicker time line."


The man looked at Giselle wistfully. His eyes roamed from
her tight calves exposed by the short Versace vintage dress to her hips. He
seemed to be tracing the gold and brown leaf patterns of her dress with his
gaze. He turned his head, a light smile playing at his lips. He enjoyed toying
with the two of them. With everyone, probably. It demonstrated his power. Giselle
felt a creeping sensation down her spine. She was not sure if it was fear or
disgust.


Eilif was putty in this man's hands, and therefore she was
just as much a pawn and toy as her father. She hated her father even more for
it.


Giselle put the tumbler down, the final ring of whiskey
giving her courage to stand up for herself.


"No. The President is one piece of the puzzle. The
biggest piece. But, without a consolidated client base, without control over
our cash flow, we will not be prepared to reap the harvest to come. Our organization
needs to be focused."


He twisted his thick neck slowly, his jowls sagging with his
frown. He breathed in deep. Smoke trailed from his thick nostrils.


"You speak of Galbraith as though it is yours. You are
just another client. How would Zeke Galbraith see your recent machinations in
his own company?"


Giselle shrugged.


"Our actions and success demonstrate the extent of our
influence."


"Your power?  Your foolishness and prideful arrogance,
perhaps. You play with fire. Trust me. I crossed Zeke once. Only a billion
dollars and half of my associates and assets would sate his revenge,” He
chuckled, a low, coughing sound, "We are fast friends now, you know?"


"It was your contacts with Zeke and his executives that
allowed us access to Galbraith."


"For your money, my dear. Or rather, your
father's," he said, his eyes reluctantly, meaningfully drifting to Eilif. The
tension in the room was as thick as the cigar smoke.


"Regardless, our success gives us the ability to use
Galbraith's extensive networks, technology, and influence to accomplish our
goals. Your goals," Eilif said. He stared disconsolately into his drink. He
usually enjoyed rare bourbon. He looked as if it were turning his stomach.


"I should be impressed. What about Monday?  You seem to
want to avoid that topic."


"He is not untouchable. However, he is almost as
difficult a target as the President."


"Really?  Since when does an ant threaten the great
Eilif?"


Her father was smiling. She was sure it was a defensive
mechanism. He was embarrassed at his weakness. Her father was a proud man. A
powerful man. But, facing this man, this mountain in an Armani with small eyes,
fat hands, and no neck, Eilif Nicholaisen was humbled. Giselle did not know
whether to be disappointed in her father or afraid of the man with the cigar.


Who are you? Why is my father so scared of you?


The flight back to Ventura should prove to be enlightening.


"Monday will no longer be a hindrance to our cause. He
still works for us."


"How much longer before he knows that you have been
messing with his memories?"


Eilif smirked.


"The studies show that his sort of treatment can
maintain traction for prolonged periods of time."


"Two years?  Really?  Maybe I should be investing in
this product, what do you call it?"


"It is a long scientific name, something based on
Latin."


"Of course."


"We call it Sychol," Giselle offered. His eyes
snapped to her again.


"Sychol. Have there been any side effects?"


She shrugged.


"He does not mention any. We believe, though, based on
the studies, that he has severe headaches, migraines, even, an elevated
temperature, heart rate, and increased sensory acuity," she explained. She
leaned against the book shelf again. 


"So Mr. Monday experiences some good and some bad
effects from your meddling?"


"Yes. Of course, the drug is just one part of the
equation. During the two weeks he spent in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, he underwent
severe psychological memory altering. Several mental keys and verbal cues were
implanted. In addition, we implanted a device in his hip that transfers certain
blocks to his memory."


"You reboot him?"


"In essence, yes. It has been proven that the first memory
blocks, the ones that block the memory of a subject's childhood, his or her
loved ones, and most technical training are suppressed."


"So, how is he able to still perform?  How can he read,
or talk?  Are we not a culmination of our experiences?"  The cigar man was
more interested than she had considered. Or was this just a way for him to make
another assertion of his power over them?


"The memories are suppressed. Not the values. Not the
training. The mind has been blocked. The body and the mind, still can draw from
the well of experience to perform latent talents and use learned skills, but cannot
access the specific memories."


"Hmm. This all sounds so futuristic."


"It is old technology and it is not an exact
science."


"Is that why the Russians abandoned it?"


"In some subjects, failures can be violent. Messy. Often,
the very scientists that created the procedures, the drugs, and the literature
fell prey to these failures in one way or another. Soon, the whole project was
stalled. Three facilities were abandoned in the eighties. What we use now is a
combination of older Russian cases and more modern Chinese studies and
advances."


"I see. And because of this…Sychol you feel you can
control Mr. Monday."


"Control is too specific. Influence would be a better
term. Deputy Director Smith tried the control method and you can see the
results."


He arched his eyebrows.


"And Deputy Director Smith is now…?"


"Dead. She was found in her pool yesterday. She had a
heart attack."


"I will say you people are efficient. And
ruthless."


"How else do you expect to rule the world?"  











Chapter 2


Just a Cup of Joe


What Jake really hated about
Mondays was that it meant he had to go back to killing again. He felt the
weekend was a great getaway from the hustle and bustle of the weekday drudgery
of being a high-end assassin for the Galbraith Alliance. On weekends, he
especially enjoyed playing volleyball on the beach and slamming the ball like a
heated missile toward some bikini-clad co-ed. He loved watching the skin turn
pink where the ball ricocheted off their forehead or thigh. 


As he headed for the office at the
top of the Galbraith Tower, he daydreamed about the past. At least the past he
could recall. Jake wanted desperately at times to remember his childhood, or
his friends from university. Sometimes he would just like to remember what he
did last week. 


He pieced together the ordeal in
Atlanta. He vaguely remembered the trip there and the briefing with Deputy
Director Smith on Thursday. She had outlined a plan to trap his CIA tail. The
rest was a blur. If he dwelt on remembering specific details, he would
experience a sharp pain in his head and feel so nauseous that he could think of
little else than breathing.


When he arrived home, the most
curious thing he remembered involved the lady who had given him the silver
locket. He remembered her body lying limp on the ground. He had difficulty
fighting the feeling that she had somehow sacrificed herself for him. But, why? 
He had assumed she was the CIA tail he had exposed. Who had killed her, if not
him? That question haunted him.


Of course, there was his botched attempt
to assassinate the “Leader of the Free World.”  Remembering the knife in his
pocket and the EMP devices he had stationed strategically in the park made Jake
weak in the knees. He was not scared of dying. He just did not like feeling as
though he had no control. He had somehow arrived in Atlanta in a sort of mental
fog. No other explanation could suffice for his sudden willingness to take the
life of the President of the United States.


Hundreds of questions had passed
through his brain this weekend. He had decided finally that he was better
served leaving the tough questions for Monday. He expected a team of
professionals to arrive on the yacht, taking him or more likely eliminating him.
Nothing like that had transpired, so he imagined he would receive his
punishment today.


The only consolation to the danger
that he knew he was about to face, was that he had thoroughly enjoyed his
weekend on a yacht, relaxing and running these impossible questions through his
head until he was satisfied that the only answers would come from Galbraith.


Jake wanted the weekend to go on
forever. He enjoyed the spray of the salt water as he watched the moon rise in
the darkness. He loved the way the inky darkness of the night sky sparkled
against the gently rolling waves. He became transfixed by the way the moon
reflected off the peaks of the waves as they slapped against the brilliant
whiteness of the sixty-five-foot Sea Spray. 


Standing at the bow, holding a
cold drink in his hands, feeling the humidity moisten his linen shirt, Jake
could almost forget the past week. Almost. The whole ordeal left him worried. He
had prepared himself for the worst. He gathered that since he was allowed to
return without a security team hunting him down that perhaps he would be given
a slap on the wrist or a demotion. Or worse, maybe they would assign him to
Team Lars again. Jake cringed at the idea. He did not trust that man. Of
course, after this weekend, Jake did not know who to trust.


Jake stopped in at the café in the
first floor lobby. He scanned the menu. He stared at the pretty head in front
of him of some new co-worker he noticed last week. His friend and co-worker, Gary
constantly griped at him about his date choices. Gary seemed to always land
dates with supermodels, movie starlets (usually just as they flamed out), CEO’s
of magazines and other more powerful—and rich—ladies of various ages. He
claimed once that he would date someone as old as sixty-five if she were
interesting, driven and passionate. Or rich, of course.


“I’ll take a poppy-seed lemon
muffin and an espresso,” the girl said. She pulled her auburn hair behind her
ear and half-turned. Jake could tell she was a field agent. She scanned the
lobby efficiently. He knew she was counting. The drill was too familiar.
Suddenly, he felt a chill. It was a familiar feeling that usually was
accompanied by a painful headache.


He looked at the menu again,
swallowing hard and gripping his key ring in his front trouser pocket. He
glanced back at the girl—Hallie, he remembered. Her black wool jacket was open
in the front and he noticed the large bulk under her left arm. Packing in
public was not discouraged, he knew, but only someone newly out of boot camp
actually kept a firearm in such an obvious position. Jake felt the sudden urge
to reach around her back and take the Browning he knew she carried there as she
reached for her espresso. 


Instead, he checked his watch and
wondered how late he should purposefully be today. The meeting was scheduled
for seven in the morning.


Who made up these hours,
anyway?


He would spend all day in
briefings, debriefings, research, planning sessions, coaching sessions from Vladimir
Vissarionovich,
working out at the gym, an hour at the range, and then tonight his mission
would kick off and usually not finish until late. It never occurred to him that
perhaps he would not be assigned another mission after the debacle in Atlanta. 


Jake occasionally lamented to Gary
that he could not figure out why he didn’t just take a long vacation to Africa
or lose himself in the Outback. Gary loved the life, but he actually got
assignments that would take him away from the office more and his schedule was
not as stressful as Jake’s. Gary worked on the technical end. He set up the
scenarios and laid out the groundwork. Jake was involved in the wet work. At
twenty-six, he was the youngest agent at Galbraith.


He lost interest in Hallie, but
evidently she was waiting on him to say something. He did not have anything to
offer, so he stood there clicking his nail on the ignition key to his 2009
Bugatti Veyron. He continued to stare at the menu as if it had changed
overnight. It didn’t matter. He would order the same thing as he did every
weekday.


“Caramel Macchiato with a side of
cinnamon and a strawberry cream cheese Danish. To go,” Hallie said. She stood
beside him with a smug look on her face, sipping her espresso. The muffin lay
on the counter, looking forgotten. 


“Hmm. Yes. And an extra shot of
espresso today, Barb.” He had noted the café clerk’s name badge earlier. He was
perturbed that Hallie already knew something about him. All he knew about her
was that she chewed her nails. Maybe that was something. He stored the
information for now.


“Wanna join me in the elevator on
the way up?”


“It’s a long voyage. I’m not sure
I want to make that sort of commitment.” He still had not looked at her. The menu
still held his interest. He watched as a fly crawled across the “We serve
soups!” sign. 


Hallie pursed her lips and watched
Barb’s back as she turned to grab the caramel. 


“I see. Tom said you were a hard
nut to crack. I just thought…”


“Yeah. Well, don’t think, rookie.
React. You will live longer.” He congratulated himself. He was imparting sage
advice and putting the new girl in her place at the same time.


“Is that what you call what you
did Thursday? A reaction?” She nodded and picked some poppy seeds off of her
muffin with the nubs of her ragged nails. Her smug smile was barely visible out
of his peripheral vision. She rolled the seeds between her thumb and finger.


Jake left a ten dollar bill on the
counter and took his Danish and macchiato from Barb. He remembered to smile.
Barb always gave him extra caramel. Barb had a wart on her left cheek and a
chipped front incisor. She wore White Diamond perfume and Avon hand lotion. She
was right-handed and she spoke with a southern drawl, probably from Texas, he
thought. 


Hallie followed him. Predictable.
He thought about her nails. Her jacket: wool, yet it was June. Her heels were
purchased from JC Penny. Her necklace looked like an heirloom. Probably her
mother’s. He could not make out her accent. Possibly Pennsylvania? It didn’t
matter. He developed a profile in his mind and worked diligently to decipher
this annoyance. He couldn’t let a rookie have the upper hand.


“I just wanted to visit with you
to give you a heads up, Mr. Monday.” She sounded desperate now, but she caught
him off guard again. He was beginning to really not like Hallie. His thumb dug
into the soft sugary Danish and his hand pressed dangerously against the hot
cup of macchiato.


He turned on his heel and she
stopped abruptly. He could hear her heels slipping on the tiles of the lobby.
Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. 


“Heads up, you say? Why, rookie,
why didn’t you say so?” He stared down at her. She was tall, especially in the
four inch heels, but he was still taller. Hallie looked down as if to make sure
she had not spilled. Jake tossed his Danish in the trash and licked the icing
from his thumb. 


“Look, Hallie. I had a hard week
last week. We all are aware of that. If you have some sort of comment, why not
save it for the briefing? Or even better yet, keep it to yourself until you’ve
walked in my shoes for a while.” He straightened his Forzieri tie and smoothed
his Paul Frederick suit jacket.


She did not respond. Satisfied, he
turned and followed the mass of employees toward the elevators. He didn’t care
if he had upset her. He didn’t care if she followed. She had piqued his
interest and if she really had something to tell him, she would assert herself.


He waited with the throng of
sleepy-eyed and young coworkers for the elevators to arrive. Everyone was going
up and so he usually waited until the lobby cleared out to go up last. He
pulled out his smart phone and checked his e-mail.


“So, you really don’t want to
know?” Hallie sipped her espresso and glanced at him over the lid.


He looked up at her like he did not
know who she was.


“Excuse me? What do I not want to
know?”


“Well, for starters, you might
want to know about the contract on your head.” She raised her eyebrows to
emphasize her point.


He was not worried about being
overheard. The lobby was buzzing with conversation. The cameras could pick up
their visual, but he knew from experience that the audio was limited. 


“And this is different how?” He
tried to seem calm. He wasn’t. He could feel sweat roll down his shoulder
blades. He fought the urge to remove his jacket and loosen his silver-and-gold
lined tie.


“It is coming from the very top,
for starters. Your actions last week evidently marked you as expendable.”  She
shrugged.


“Let me get this straight:  you
come up to me to warn me like you are looking out for my best interest?  I’m
confused, rookie. Aren’t you here to get my guard down so that you can be the
one with the feather in your cap?”


“Ambition is your calling card,
not mine.”


“Trust me, rookie. You are just as
interested in climbing the ladder here as I was when I started. I can see it
your greedy little eyes.” She appeared hurt. Her frown took in her entire oval
face. He couldn’t help himself. He felt a little sorry for her. This was
dangerous. He could not let her get the best of him like this. 


I need to get in control of
this and fast.


“I think you are forgetting where
you came from,” she said, anger tingeing her voice. He could tell he made her
mad.


Despite this, he had to resist
with every fiber in his being from ripping out her beautiful little throat. He
felt his vision narrow, and his feet become lead. He blinked hard and stared at
the macchiato in his hands. Absently, he threw it in the trash. He looked back
up to see Hallie staring at him. The look of pity on her face turned his stomach.


As if in another world, he heard
the elevator chime. The doors opened with a thud. 


“We’re the last ones up. Maybe we
should go.”  She seemed nervous. He caught her glance over his shoulder. His
sense of danger seemed muted, but he could not ignore the signs. Something here
wasn’t right. 


“How can I be sure this won’t be
my last trip on this elevator?”  He asked. Hallie stood inside the elevator and
smiled back as she leaned forward to stop the door from closing.


“You can’t.”


“Well, I guess that will be the
best answer a man could ask for.”  He entered and deliberately turned his back
to Hallie, looking back out toward the lobby to see what had concerned her
earlier. He noted several employees from other floors walking or standing and
talking. No one stood out. He cursed his sudden numbness. It was sure to get
him killed. He crossed his arms across his chest. His right hand made a fist
and his left hand was shaped into a blade, his fingers doubled over.


As the doors closed, he became
acutely aware that as an assassin, he would have already pulled the gun out and
had it to the poor sap’s skull. Hallie had not moved. Too bad. She had her
opportunity. He would have to teach her a lesson.


He led with his left hand,
sweeping it under to hit her in the solar plexus. At the same time, he turned
his hips and prepared to drive his right fist at her temple. The only problem: 
she was not there. He felt something small and hard at his right pit. He froze,
his hands held out ridiculously before him like he was doing some sort of
elevator kata. 


“Put your hands down, you idiot.”


“I’m sorry...”


“Shut up!  Don’t talk right now. We
don’t have much time.”  She seemed nervous. He could not understand why. He was
the one that was going to die.











Chapter 3


Money Can't Buy You Love


Clarence gazed out into the factory, impressed by the
orderliness of the operation. Machines and equipment moved inexorably,
performing repetitive tasks. Men and women in yellow plastic caps and white
smocks lifted, pulled, pushed, and inspected product. The thick walls of the
office and the glass kept the majority of the noise to a minimum. Still, he
could hear people mumbling, machinery clanking, and hydraulic presses hissing. Behind
it all was the rhythmic sound of metal being stamped, pressed, and cut.


"We are not talking about an insurrection like John
Brown at Harper's Ferry, here, Mr. Brookhaven. The current atmosphere is not
ripe enough for a rebellion to be successful," George H. Beckford, III
said.


Clarence did not turn. He understood Beckford's reluctance
to involve his company in their plans. Granville Arms was a supplier of weapons
to military units world-wide. Their largest customer was the US government. Granville
supplied dozens of state police forces, National Guard Armies, and even provided
some specialized weapon choices to the Navy SEALs and the FBI. 


Being a government vendor had its perks, but also its
dangers. Exposure to federal inspectors, local and national corruption, and the
never-ending meddling of anti-gun lobbyists created a nervous atmosphere. Beckford
knew on which side his bread was buttered. 


At the same time, Clarence knew that their proposal was very
tempting.


"We do not expect you to fall on your sword,
George," Clarence said. He watched his reflection in the glass. He could
see George sitting uncomfortably behind a large oak desk behind him. Clarence
imagined that George sat at that desk maybe a few hours per year. It did not
seem to fit him. "We do not even need your money. We have that. We need
your cooperation. We need your supply lines. And we need your secrecy."


"Secrecy. That does not come cheaply," he replied
in a huff.


Clarence turned then, a puzzled look on his face.  George
was a big man. His face was lined with age, his goatee trimmed short and mostly
white. His hair was a shock of white. It was a stark contrast to his tanned
skin. George was an avid outdoorsman. The exposure to so much sun had left its
mark on his face and on his gnarled hands. He appeared much older and at the
same time much younger than his fifty-eight years.


"Surely you are not insinuating that you are in need of
cash."


"I am merely stating that you are clearly not aware of
how much federal and global pressure we have to remain 'transparent' in our
operations. We have a team of lawyers from a dozen countries here every month
looking over our books, our operations, and our shipments. Secrecy is a foreign
idea."


"What are you getting at, George."


George turned up his mouth and twirled a pen between his
fingers.


"I bought an abandoned factory in Mississippi in 1987. Long
before I was dealing with Uncle Sam. I still own it under a different
corporation, one that I run indirectly. It has been fitted for production of
several makes of our most requested items, mostly copies of Kalishnikovs,
rocket launchers, and high volume machine pistols," George said. He raised
his eyebrows, "I would be willing to make this factory operational and
provide a work force to produce the products we discussed. For a fee."


"A fee. Not a cost per shipment?"


"That, too. I am afraid that I will require the capital
to re-fit the tooling, the dies, and the production lines. I will also need to
hire some ballistic engineers for design, quality control, and management of
the project. These individuals will have to be vetted properly to maintain the
level of secrecy you demand."


"I see. I suppose you have a number in mind."


George shrugged.


"I suppose I could throw a number off the top of my
head. That is not how I do business. Let me put together a complete proposal
and get back with you," George suggested.


Clarence shook his head. He sat in the leather chair across
from George.


"We do not have the time, Mr. Beckford."


"Twenty-two billion dollars."  George's eyes
betrayed him. The glitter there told Clarence all he needed to know.


Clarence smiled.


"Will that be enough to cover your expenses,
George?"


He did not fidget at all.


"You are welcome to check around. Get some other
proposals. I am not the only manufacturer of small arms in the world,
Clarence."


"We are aware of that. We have contacted firms in
Germany and China. We can hire three companies for the price you are asking,"
Clarence countered.


George shrugged.


"Then, by all means, that is what you should do."


Clarence smirked. 


"How soon can you start?" he asked.


"I can have the staff hired by next week and the plant
can be operational in six months. First shipment by December, let's say?" 


"Merry Christmas to us."


"Yes. Merry Christmas," George replied. He put the
pen down on the desk. His brows furrowed and Clarence knew he was fidgeting for
the first time. George had expected him to balk at the price. Clarence knew
that what came next would hint at his greatest fear. "So, I have never
been squeamish about how my weapons are used. I know that they are responsible
for deaths of innocents, women, children, old people as well as rebels and
insurgents. However, I am curious about this rebellion you have planned. How
can this consortium of companies and organizations that you mention pull off a
global coup?  What makes you think that a corporatacracy will work?"


Clarence nodded. He tried to avoid seeming smug. He leveled
his gaze at George.


"It already is working. The conversion of China to
capitalism has begun. We already have dominion in America. Europe cannot
compete. The elite are in place. We need only to pull in the dissidents and the
masses to break sway with existing forms of government. That is where you come
in."


"But. Without the existing forms of government,
currency becomes obsolete," George said. Clarence could smell the fear. 


The wealthy outside of the elite were all like this at first.
The panic came from years of building empires of money with the understanding
that it was all a house of cards, built on the financial structure of an
arbitrary global concept of what constitutes "money."    


"I am glad you see our situation clearly."


"That is why you can pay my price," he said
flatly.


"We are prepared to pay whatever it takes,"
Clarence replied.


"With currency that is soon to be worthless." 
Anger was beginning to boil to the surface.


Clarence shrugged.


"You named the price. We will listen to any reasonable
offer. If you are interested."


Clarence picked the pen back up and looked through the glass.
Clarence remained still. He knew that Beckford was thinking. He saw his jaw
twitch. Then, George's blue eyes snapped back down to settle on Clarence. He
could see some defiance there.


"Who are you to insult me like this?"


Clarence kept his voice calm. He was used to this reaction. He
had experienced the same response from a dozen owners already this month.


"I am merely a messenger, George. But you know who I
represent. You know the power they wield. I do not need to remind you."


Clarence watched as George's neck became red. He tapped the
pen on the desk.


"You threaten me?"


"No. Your expertise is important to us. Even though we
have the option of demanding your services, we are able to offer you a position
of power in return for your cooperation. We fully expect you to take advantage
of our generous offer. I am merely the bearer of good news. Refuse, and George,
you may be visited by another messenger with an entirely different message. Perhaps
then, we will be engaging in a different conversation. For now, let me
encourage you to take the offer. It is very generous. Plus, twenty-two billion
dollars in this economy would make you a very important figure in the
meantime."  


George appeared to struggle containing himself. Finally, he
snorted through his nose.


"Forgive me, Mr. Brookhaven. My wife tells me that
sometimes I lead with my temper. I am like a bull in a china closet. You are
right. My price for making the Mississippi plant operational and supplying you
with arms for your new government can be done for the price we have discussed. And
the position you have promised."


"Good. We will have a gentleman's agreement,
then."


"Gentlemen. That is funny. I thought we are both
hunters."


Clarence smiled at that.


"Yes. We are hunters. That is appropriate. It is always
better to be the hunter than the hunted, wouldn't you agree?"  Clarence left
the veiled threat hang in the air with his hand extended.


George took his hand. It was huge and hot. Their eyes met
and Clarence was confident that his message had been delivered.


"Merry Christmas, Mr. Brookhaven."


"Merry Christmas to you, George."











Chapter 4


Say My Name


Jake could feel her pressing
against him. He knew he was dead. Of course, he could kick her with his right
knee in the kidney from this position. He was certain it would connect. He
could feel her hip at his thigh. But the Browning was securely under his arm. The
bullet would travel across his chest cavity, through lungs, heart and back out
his left shoulder. And that would be it:  so much for Jake Monday, vaunted
assassin. 


He wanted to regret his recent
actions. Recounting all the decisions that got him to this moment, he realized
he could not remember ever wanting to be an assassin. He couldn’t recall when
it had first occurred.  She was right:  he had forgotten his roots. How could
she know him so well, when he was such a mystery to himself?


He could remember some important
things about his life. He remembered test driving the Bugatti, could remember
the blonde that sold him his set of seven ties. He recalled the lady with the
locket lying prone on the ground. But his roots?  What made Jake Monday tick? 
Big mystery, that.


“Get against the wall,” she
ordered. He could smell her perfume over the mahogany interior. Her eyes were
actually green, he saw. They were wild. Her hair, swept away from her face now,
framed her porcelain features. He noted the light red-and-brown freckles across
the bridge of her nose. He wondered why he had not noticed her before.


He expected it to end then. He was
surprised as he backed up to obey her order that her other hand snaked behind
his ear. She grabbed his hair and tugged forcefully. 


The next thing he knew she was
kissing him desperately. He could taste the espresso and lemon. Her lips were
soft, but she pushed them against his with such force he could feel her teeth.  He
could feel the heat of her body pressed against him. She pulled away with a
gasp.


“I’m sorry,” he said. The
automatic was still there. She hadn’t released the pressure of its barrel. 


“You still don’t remember, do
you?”  Her eyes pleaded with him. Perspiration and spittle coated her upper
lip.


“What am I supposed to remember?”


“I love you, Monday!”  She seemed
more upset now than ever. He could not tell if she had meant it as an admission
or an accusation.


“I don’t deserve this?”  


“We met four years ago in Berlin.
We worked together before you came to work here.”


“Wait. Berlin? I’ve never been to
Berlin. I’ve only known you for a couple of weeks.”


Her eyes showed pity. She shook
her head slowly. 


They just passed the 55th
floor. She reached back, the Browning still in place, and slammed the button
for 60. She appeared to have planned this stop.


“Les said it may take a while for
you to adjust.”


“Listen, Hallie. Maybe you have
the wrong guy. I mean, I would be willing to take you out for some seafood and
maybe a walk down by the Bay. I have a cottage out on Blackstone Lake, we could
spend a weekend there...”


“Shut it, Monday.”


“Okay.”


The elevator stopped. Hallie led
him out into a corridor. It was dark here. The only light came from the
elevator and an exit sign ten feet away. The elevator closed.


“Go to the stairs. Quick.”


He obeyed. He had never been on
this floor of the building before. He went through the door and up the stairs. They
climbed two floors and then Hallie stopped him. The door onto floor 62 had a
small window in it. She glanced in and then moved to one side. She squatted
low, her skirt tucked neatly against her knees. Jake knelt on one knee on the
other side of the door.


“Are you going to tell me what is
going on or do I have to figure this out?”


“Jake, you aren’t who you think
you are.”


“That’s a relief. So I can stop
pretending to be Homer Simpson now?”  She ignored him.


“We work for the same company. But
not the Galbraith Alliance. You are in deep cover here and now you are in deep
for real.”


“You are starting to worry me,
Hallie. Should I be worried?”


“Very.”  She pulled a wallet out
of her jacket pocket and flipped it open. It had her id inside. Beside her
picture was a red and blue shield over a marshal’s star. 


“You work for the Secret Service?”


“And so do you. You have been our
eyes inside Galbraith for the last two years. You were here to make sure their
targets didn’t include persons protected by us. You went dark about a year ago.
We thought you were in deep. We had no idea you went rogue.”  He just stared at
her.


“Until.”


“Until last week. You showed up in
Atlanta. Your target was the Chief.”


“Not my idea. I even voted for
him."


“Yeah. When you didn’t pull it
off, we knew that you were in trouble. I had infiltrated two weeks ago to keep
an eye on you, but I had no idea that Galbraith had this contract.”


“I would like to say that I made a
conscious decision to spare his life. My hesitation was to save my own skin. Maybe
deep down something else stopped me, I don't know.”  He was thinking about
Camilla again. He realized with a shock that he had remembered her name.


“I know.”  She looked sincere.


He whistled low and looked away. He
was having a hard time digesting this.


“But how?  How were they able to
get me to agree to do something totally against my will?”


“They’ve been brain washing you
and drugging you for over a year, evidently. Your friend Barb has been slipping
you a sedative. You probably feel groggy right about now, right?”


“I’m fuzzy. But I am alert enough
to wonder if I should trust you.”


She stood up and glanced out the
window.


“Probably not.”  She slipped the
Browning back into its holster and stepped through the door. “Come on.”


Jake hesitated. He had to be crazy
to follow her. He had to be crazy to trust her. Jake Monday, the Secret Service
Agent?  Or, Jake Monday the high-paid assassin of the Galbraith Alliance?  He
could not for the life of him decide which was more plausible. It all sounded
like it was out of some cheap television drama.


He licked his lips and tasted
again the espresso and lemon. I guess the answers could be enlightening,
he reasoned. He followed after her.


Hallie was ahead of him. She was
following what appeared to be a janitor. He noticed her heels beside him. One
was turned over on its side. They were snakeskin Bottega Venetas, worth almost
a thousand dollars. Jake tried to reconcile this mystery with the woman in the
conservative blazer, chewed nails and heirloom necklace. He had been so wrong
about the JC Penny shoes. 


So sue me, I’m a man.


He watched as she crept up on the
unsuspecting man in the blue overalls. Hallie’s bare feet suddenly left the
floor and Jake watched, stunned, as she leapt high in the air. Her feet crossed
and her calves wrapped around the man’s neck. Hallie fell backwards, her hands
slapping the tile of the corridor. She arched her back and used her momentum to
flip the man backwards over her. 


Jake looked on as the man’s skull
crashed onto the floor. He heard a sickening snap. Hallie was on her feet and
grabbing a mop before Jake could move. He hadn’t appreciated just how much
trouble he had been in. Hallie broke the mop handle over her knee. 


“Here. Take this. You’re going to
need it.”


She threw it at him. He caught it
in the middle with one hand. He spun it clockwise and then back the other way
effortlessly.


“Not a competition, Monday. You
don’t need to show off. Come on before we are both dead.”


“What’s the plan?”


She looked back at him, her mouth
serious, her eyes worried.


“Jump.”


“Excuse me?”


“Just come on,” she said as she
turned. 


They made their way down the
corridor to another lobby. Hallie led them left and into a large bay of offices
all glass and modern fixtures. Not one soul sat at a terminal. No one visited
at the water cooler by the coffee maker. The entire place was deserted.


“Can you explain something?”


“If we have time.”


“Where is everyone?”


“No one works here. This entire
building is a front for the Galbraith Alliance. They are assassins for hire by
the highest bidder. They maintain legitimate businesses, but to hide all their
transactions, they have to dump more money into ventures like this than they
have people to man it.”


“How long have you known about
this?”


“Not as long as you.”


The view from the expansive office
was amazing. New York in all its glory stretched out before them, the sun
shining in the east across the river.


 “Quick. It has to be this side.” 
She led them through a maze of desks, fake plants and piles of office supplies
and equipment still in boxes. She reached into her pocket and drew out a small
device with a button. She depressed it and put it into her pocket.


“What was that?”


“My signal to Les. Don’t back out
on me now, Monday. We have to get you to the lab and get that implant out
before it is too late. They will know we were here. They can get to anyone
anytime as you know.”


“Yeah, but evidently so can you.”


Hallie stopped. She panted heavily
from racing through the building. But her intense gaze softened and she
smirked.


“Well, Jake. Maybe it’s because
I’m more determined. I have our family at stake.”


“Family?”


Suddenly, a roar erupted outside
the building. The tower shook, the glass in the office rattled. In the distance
he could hear an explosion. Ceiling tiles fell out and electrical wires dropped
from above. Jake ducked and then dove for the cover of a desk.


Jake could feel the bullets pass
by before he heard them. Instincts kicked in. He picked up his mop handle and
ran back the way they had come. He vaulted a desk and landed on top of two men
in flak jackets wielding MP5s. He caught one in the throat with the end of the
handle. He heard the wet gurgle and the man dropped his weapon, his hand
grabbing his torn throat.


Jake stepped in on the bigger man
and put his foot down on the mercenary’s instep. He yelled and lurched forward.
As he did, Jake grabbed the submachine gun and swung it over the man’s head. He
brought the butt down on the back of the man’s skull. 


“Stop playing around and get over
here!  We have to leave now, Jake!”


Pumped with adrenaline and
grateful that the excitement of the moment was lifting the fogginess he had
felt earlier, Jake retreated back toward Hallie. He fired off short bursts of
fire. He had no extra ammunition, but he wanted the men in pursuit to keep
their heads down until he got back to Hallie. He turned again to see where she
was headed and was astounded to see her aiming her Browning at the window in
front of her.


She fired off three shots, the
Browning thundering in the confines of the empty office. He could still hear
pursuit behind him, could feel the heat of trained assassins aiming their
weapons at the back of his head. He went into a sudden roll. His tie flew out
beside his ear, his jacket flapped crazily around him. A shower of wood
fragments in front of him told him he had reacted just in time.


When he looked back at Hallie, she
was motioning him and yelling something. He realized he could not hear anything.
Everything seemed to slow. He tried to stand again, but the effort seemed
impossible. He dared not look back again. 


He had lost the MP5 in the roll
but he didn’t care. He ran as fast as he could. He could not tell if he was on
a carpet or in sand. Hallie was frantic. She fired two shots over his shoulder.
He dimly was aware of a shout behind him. Then, Hallie was grabbing his arm and
shouting.


“JUMP Jake!”


He looked at her dumbly, the wind
whipping his jacket as he stood on the broken glass from the shattered window,
Hallie grabbing his elbow so hard that he could almost feel himself wake from
this dream.


“JUMP Monday! Now! Trust me!”


That was the problem. Maybe he
didn’t trust himself. Too much had happened too fast. But as crazy as it
sounded, there was something about her eyes. There was something about the
taste of lemon and espresso on his lips.


And he jumped. He felt as if he
had jumped up instead of out. It was an absolutely beautiful feeling. He was
free. His tie slapped his right cheek as he descended. He felt his jacket rip. He
had jumped out of a south-facing window. He looked down at an improbable large
expanse of grass about two hundred yards across the bay. Directly below him was
concrete and vehicles, small but getting bigger every second.


 The ground came so fast. Faster
than he expected. Faster than he wanted. He felt Hallie grip him from behind
and something prod his back. Something slipped around his waist, a thin, strong
cord.


Then he was climbing. He felt a
pressure around his waist, an arm hooked about him. He felt Hallie squeeze him.
She yelled in his ear. He could hear the strain in her voice.


“Believe me when I say ‘jump!’”


They spun slowly, the river coming
closer. Bullets sought them out, gray trails of smoke signaling their deadly
path. The nylon cloth of the ram-air chute fluttered gently as they began their
descent. He wondered if it would hold both of them.


Hallie struggled to steer and hold
him at the same time. From the pull at his back, he could tell Hallie had
hooked them together at the waist, but she was still staining to maintain her
grip around his waist. He could feel her shake as her muscles reached their
breaking point.


Jake turned enough to grab a
cross-brace. He felt Hallie panic as they steered quickly in that direction,
the Hudson a green-brown gulf below them. He reached around to his right side
and grabbed the other cross-brace, his arms outstretched behind him, Hallie’s
weight against his back to take the stress off her arm.


Hallie corrected their path and
they picked up pace as they sailed back out toward Ellis Island. Boats dotted
the river. Then Jake saw a green light signal from a large white yacht ahead of
them. 


“We’re almost home, Monday. Just
hold on, tuck and roll.”  He didn’t argue.


Hallie aimed left of the yacht and
swung wide, coming up behind it slowly. Jake could see a contingent of men and
women along the fore deck, dark glasses and Kevlar vests even in the sweltering
sun. Before they touched down, Hallie reached around him and released the
tether at his waist. The deck came up to meet him quickly, then, and two men
dove for them, releasing a padded tarp ahead of their landing.


Despite the padding, Jake smashed
his forearm as he landed. He ripped his jacket even more. He had released the
cross braces before landing and he could see Hallie float above him, her bare
feet slapping the deck and the chute gathering about her. Several agents
hustled to her side, grabbing the fabric before a wind whipped across the river
and ripped her back across the bow. 


Jake stood. His arm was bruised
and lacerated, but otherwise he was completely healthy. He was surprised to see
three agents with their firearms trained at his chest. 


“Nice to meet you, gents.”  He
tried his most disarming smile.


“He’s with us. Put your weapons
down!”  Hallie limped over to his side.


“You alright?” 


“I chipped a nail, but yeah.”  She
was flushed, her hair wind-blown, her cheeks red from exertion. The pits of her
red silk blouse were stained with sweat, her heirloom necklace was flipped
backwards on her neck and a playful smile played across her face.


“Here I thought you chewed your
nails.”


“Only since I met you.”


Jake took it all in. He was alive
and even through the haze of the last half hour he had a clarity he hadn’t felt
in a long time.


“A family, huh?”


“Yep. You. Me. Macy,” she smiled,
but her eyes were sad. She was disappointed. He wanted to hold her. He needed
to remember where he came from.


“It’s all coming back to me now,”
he said.











Chapter 5


Vertigo


The whine of the jet engine was muffled. The cabin pressure
was perfect. The temperature was perfect. Yet, Eilif was uncomfortable. He had
never felt fear in his life. 


He wished Giselle had stayed behind. She was braver than he
was. She was fearless. Instead, she sat across from him filling her own fluted
champagne glass. The cabin was quiet. Too quiet. It was just the two of them
and a pilot. They needed as much secrecy as possible.


“It bothers me that we don’t know his name,” Giselle
confessed.


“His name is inconsequential. It is the power he wields that
matters.”


“Names hold power, Father.”


He thought about that for moment. What she said was certainly
true. The Rockefellers, Kennedys, Fords, and Gettys were great examples of
names holding power. 


“We have committed. We are in this now and we cannot turn
back. Our positions are secured. It will be good to return home,” Eilif said. The
simple confession made him feel better. Focusing on the future was the best way
for him to get by the fear he felt for failure.


Giselle shook her head. He could tell she was disappointed
and remained unconvinced.


“His bold plan has holes in it. Too much of it depends on
people who do not understand their own role.”


“That is the part that I have the most confidence in working.
It has been my experience that many of my best allies were enemies who acted
predictably,” Eilif said. He badly wanted to smoke a cigar. They had failed to
provide any on the flight. He had some waiting on him when he landed. He
glanced at his watch again. He caught himself, knowing it was Giselle’s pet
peeve.


“I have your completely undivided attention for five more
hours, Father. Hang in there for little longer.”


He looked at her. He could understand why she was so good at
her job. She was ruthless, brilliant, and exquisite. It was a deadly
combination.  


“So you have reservations about our arrangement?”


“Only concerns that we are biting off more than we can chew.
If we have influence over two political parties in America, have agents within
several European governments, and are constantly controlling Third World
countries, why do we need to form our own government?  Besides, we are close to
taking over Galbraith from within. With the largest terrorist service provider
on our payroll and our various forms of control over large and small countries
globally, why do we need to have a revolution?  Don’t we already own them?”


Eilif shrugged.


“Your assessment assumes much. Influence is not direct power.
We are thwarted all the time. We are betrayed. Money does not solve every
problem.”


“This is why we have Galbraith and our terrorist
organizations in France, Ireland, and Pakistan.”


Eilif waved her off.


“A small army. Arm twisting. Improvised explosives. In
baseball jargon, they call that ‘small ball.’  I hate small ball. I want
results. Lasting results. Our friend in France has the key to those results.”


Giselle looked out the window of the luxury jet at the
bright sky. The sun glowed on her porcelain face. Eilif was reminded again how
much she resembled her mother.


“Does it bother you that Clarence arranged our meeting with
‘our friend’?”


He grunted and ate a grape from the plate beside him.


“I am always surprised at the connections Clarence has.”


“Surprised?  The man is dangerous,” she said. She turned and
watched him. He could understand her anger. She imagined that they shared the
same feeling that control was slowly being pulled from their grasp. Clarence
would be an apt target for her resentment.


“Clarence is our ally. My employee. Put yourself at ease,
Giselle.”  He put another grape in his mouth, squishing the skin between the
roof of his mouth and his tongue, feeling the flesh slide down his throat.


Giselle laughed quietly.


“Clarence is as much your employee as I am, Father. He works
for you, that is true. For how long, though?  When will it be convenient to
change sides?  Or has he really been on our side all along?  We know most of
the players in this drama. We only truly know our own agenda.”


“Now you sound paranoid, Giselle.”


She smirked.


“Paranoia will keep you alive, father. Sinegem has taught me
that.”


He looked at her wistfully. She had brought up her employer,
the company of which he was a thirty percent owner. He measured his words
before he spoke. He wanted to sting her a bit to see how she would react. He
had always wanted to keep his children thinking analytically.


“Has Sinegem also taught you to fall in love with
assassins?”  He knew he was taking a shot in the dark. He also knew his
daughter well enough to know that any other man who had spent two days on a
yacht with her under the circumstances would not have survived the encounter.


She squinted and locked his eyes with a stare he recognized.
He had not seen her that defensive since she decided she wanted to attend
college in the United States. 


“If you are speaking of Mr. Monday, let me stop you Father. Mr.
Monday and I have a mutual respect. He has refused my advances multiple times. I
cannot love a man who cannot respond to my wiles.”


Eilif snickered.


“You also cannot resist such a man,” he quipped.


“What do you mean?”  Eilif could hear the hurt in her voice.
He knew he had struck a chord.


He shrugged.


“I am merely saying that you cannot resist a man who can
resist you. You are a conqueror, Giselle. You see such an affront as a
challenge. I cannot foresee you merely giving up.”


She furrowed her brow.


“I will not be mocked, Father. I am not pursuing a lost
cause.”


“We are not talking about pursuit, Giselle. We are
discussing conquest, winning. I mean you will either have him or kill him. Those
are the only options for Mr. Monday.”


She looked at him with a mixture of shock and curiosity.


“You are saying that I should have already killed him.”


He smirked. She could read his mind.


“You certainly are not going to win him.”


She sipped the champagne, her eyebrows raised. He could tell
he had planted a seed.











Chapter 6


Put Me in Coach


Jake sat on a leather couch, his hands on his knees. He
stared out the window to the sun setting in the west. The US Secret Service New
York field office was located in Brooklyn. Jake was doing his best to remember.
So many details were fuzzy. In truth, he could not remember this place.


Since the incident at Galbraith, he had been moved around
the city via tunnels, armored cars, and had crossed the Brooklyn Bridge two
hours ago in the company of a squad of the New York Police force and several
officers from the Port Authority. 


Now, he sat in the empty office with his wife. He still
could not wrap his mind around that relationship, either. With her help he
tried to dredge up memories of her.


“We live in a house where my grandfather used to live in
Bronxville,” Hallie said. Her voice sounded hopeful.


He and Hallie had been waiting on Kyle Evers, Special Agent
in Charge of the field office for twenty minutes. Jake reached up and
straightened his tie and glanced over at Hallie.


A stranger. Yeah, a beautiful stranger, but he struggled
with the implication that he could be married. Implication. Truth, probably. But
what did that mean?  What did this all say about him?


“I tried to kill the President,” He said, his voice dead.


Hallie stared out the window as well. She bit her lip.


Jake shook his head.


“I thought you said it was all coming back,” Hallie said,
accusingly.


He sighed. 


“The truth is, I want to remember,” he said, getting her
attention. She turned to him, her eyes brimming with tears. “This reality seems
preferable to the lie I was living.”


She nodded and smiled.


“Am I a good husband?”  He did not know why this mattered to
him.


“When you are home, yes. And a great father. Macy misses you.
I have been lying to her for the past two years.”


“Two years,” Jake said. It came out as a harsh whisper. He
took a deep breath and returned to looking at the carpet.


“Evers will fill you in on all we know about you since you
went dark,” Hallie said. He could tell she was doing her best to be supportive.
He knew that she needed him to be fulfilling that role. He should remember her.
How could he forget?


“I don’t remember my parents.”


Hallie hesitated. Her chin dipped.


“I know.”


“I killed a lot of people. How can I be an agent who
protects?”  There it was. His disbelief in a nutshell. If someone could answer
that riddle, then maybe he could put off his doubts.


Hallie put her hand on his leg. It was warm. He looked into
her hazel eyes so full of pity. He did not want pity, he wanted answers.


“Tell me how I ended up at Galbraith in the first place,” he
demanded. Suddenly, he was angry and he was ashamed of it. Regardless, it was
there, seething and raw.


Hallie looked defensive.


“Evers will tell you…”


“I need you to tell me now,” he said. He chastised himself
as he said it. He realized she did not deserve this. She deserved more from him.
She deserved better than him.


He saw the hurt in her eyes. He also saw her determination
and her resolve.


“Originally, you were investigating a counterfeiting
operation they were protecting in Alabama. When we were transferred here, you
went to Kyle Evers with a proposal to infiltrate Galbraith.”


“Why would I do that and why would the Service care?”


She shrugged.


“You are impetuous and convincing. It sounded like an ideal
way to get inside information for both protective services for our allies and a
way to crack the counterfeiting ring,” she said. She shook her head and her hair
fell around her neck. 


Jake realized with a jolt that he recognized her tone of
voice. He accepted the heat of her logic and the sting of her words. That all
felt familiar to him. Was that what being married felt like?


“Two years ago we had no idea of the scope of their
organization or their goals,” she continued. “At first, the information you
were able to leak us was instrumental in assisting our efforts to protect our
interests in China and Russia. We were getting close to earning their trust. Other
agencies were coming to us to mine the information we had. Of course, the
Service kept everything as clandestine as they could manage...”


“Then what happened?”  He asked.


“We do not know. You went dark. We had correspondence with
the FBI, the Department for Homeland Security, the NSA, and the CIA. No one had
heard from you. Then you started turning up as a suspect in assassinations,
murders, and information leaks. You had never changed your name. Everyone knows
who you are.”


Jake smiled ironically.


“I’m a regular celebrity, huh?”


“Infamous. But that was part of the problem, too. The other
agencies, once they found out what we were doing, started to try to make their
own infiltrations into Galbraith to mine information. We suspect that some of
the cells there were also affecting Galbraith policies and setting targets.”


Jake felt his anger well up. He realized that the feeling
that he was being used was accurate. He was a chess piece. He was the Bishop,
after all, instead of the Knight. His purpose was at a cross purpose to his
real self. He could not help but feel resentment.


“The CIA is known for its meddling.”


Hallie nodded.


“Look. We can speculate, but you really need to brief with
Kyle. I can lose my job…”


“I thought we are married. Can we not discuss it?”


Hallie shrugged. 


“It is a grey area, but Kyle is a strong proponent of
keeping things close to the vest.”


“I see,” he said. “We better not take any chances, then.”


Hallie stood up. She smoothed out her wool skirt. Her thighs
were rock hard, he noticed.


“Look, Jake. I need to get back home to Macy. I suspect that
Evers will have you in conference until late. I will get dinner ready and…”


“I don’t remember how to get home,” he said. He was not
panicked, but the truth of his real life seemed to be a great weight upon his
shoulders. He was having a more difficult time coming to grips with the truth
of his life than with the lie.


She smiled.


“Tom Vickers is sticking around. He lives west of us over in
Yonkers. He has agreed to bring you home,” Hallie said.


He nodded. He tried to swallow his fear.


“I will be fine,” he said, as much to himself as to Hallie. He
could tell she needed to leave. Perhaps she had a different expectation of how
this reunion would look.


“We will be fine,” she said, grasping his hand.


“Thanks for saving me, Hallie,” he said. This was truly
sincere. Without her, he would have been dead. He would never have been
prepared for the security team. He would never have expected to have a
counter-assassin slide a blade between his ribs.


“I will do it again,” she said.


“I am sure you will have plenty of opportunities. Are you
sure you don’t want to save me from Evers?”


She shook her head, smiling.


“No. You will have to be a big boy and face him on your own.
He doesn’t bite, Jake. Be honest. And don’t be so spiteful with him. He isn’t
as understanding as I am,” she counseled.


He nodded, thoughtfully.


“I will take that under advisement. I am testy.”


Hallie cocked her head.


“Just remember you are Jake Monday. You always have been.”


“Easy for you to say.”


She winked at him and turned to go. Soon, she was whisked
away by the elevators and Jake was alone.


He sat there for another dozen minutes. He wished they had
not taken his cell phone. He needed something to do. Check some emails. Browse
the internet. Look at his calendar.

Solve a Sudoku puzzle.


He heard a door at the end of the hall open.


“Come on in,” he heard Kyle Evers say. 


Until Jake stood and turned down the hall, all he could see
were Kyle’s scuffed Steve Madden loafers and his thin arm, the cuff of his blue
dress shirt rolled up to the elbow. Evidently, regular working hours were over.
Without his phone, all Jake could do was guess that it was past dinner. That
presumption was mainly because of the dull emptiness he felt in his stomach.


  Jake followed him. Kyle turned after entering the office,
holding the door with one hand and putting a reassuring hand on Jake’s
shoulder.


“Nice to have you back in the fold, Jake,” he said. 


Kyle was maybe a decade older than Jake, his hair thinning
on top, his dress slightly sloppy. Worry lines at his mouth and eyes were
indications to Jake that the New York field office assignment had led Kyle to
long hours and plenty of stress. 


From what Jake understood--because he couldn’t remember—the
New York office would be in the middle of both of the roles that the Secret
Service performed. Not only was the proximity to the stock exchanges and
banking important in their role as investigating counterfeit operations, but
the regular meetings of diplomats, like the G20 Summit or the United Nations
General Assembly, would require Evers’ office to handle the impossible task of
protecting hundreds of diplomats, ambassadors, and other “highs.”


“Thank you, Kyle,” he replied. Jake felt a strange sense of
belonging. He gazed at the office, knowing that this all should feel familiar. It
did not, but the sense that he was welcome persisted.


“Have a seat,” Kyle walked behind the desk. It was
immaculately cluttered. Stacks of paper and an array of electronic equipment
were placed strategically and purposefully. Jake imagined that Kyle even folded
his underwear and put them in a dresser drawer.


As Jake sat in the standard issue cloth office chair, he
placed his hands on the edge of Kyle’s desk. It was lacquered heavily and felt
cold. 


“If I am who Hallie says I am, why did I just try to kill
the President?”  Jake blurted. He wanted to be put at ease. He desperately
wanted to know the answer to this soul-wrenching question. 


Kyle turned serious. Jake watched as he turned the ring on
his finger subconsciously.


“Jake, I cannot answer that. Not the way you want. We
believe that you were not aware of what you were doing.  You have no motive.  I
can say you have been submitted to numerous mind-manipulating techniques
and drugs.”


“Drugs and brain washing cannot explain it. My morals would
not allow me to do it.”


Kyle smiled. 


“That is exactly it, Jake. See, you didn’t do it. Your
morals would not allow you to do it.”


Jake shook his head.


“I don’t think it’s that simple, Agent Evers.”


“Please, call me Kyle. Jake. What you went through was
traumatic. Only a handful of agents would have survived what you endured.”


“The brainwashing?”


“Not just the fact that they altered your memories, Jake. We
have information that leads us to believe that you may have been exposed to as
many as three separate mild-altering programs.”


“Three?  But why.”


“We cannot say at this time. One was Galbraith, obviously. The
other was a partner Homeland Agency, and the third is only a speculation. It is
the third one we are worried most about because we know the least.”


“The CIA, then?”


Kyle fluttered his eyes and sighed.


“I guess it isn’t a secret that we have a rocky relationship
with them. They want us to spy on foreign diplomats and ambassadors that we are
protecting during the summits. We refuse. Plus, in the line of our protection,
we have to recognize when a potential threat is really our cousins in the CIA
just doing their job. You know how poor our communication can be.”


“I don’t, but I will take your word for it.”


Kyle shook his head.


“You really don’t remember working here?”


Jake looked around the room. He had witnessed a veritable
soup of faces, people who shook his hand like they had known him, who addressed
him and gave him well wishes. Everyone seemed genuine. He was welcome, but he
felt separate as well. It was like he was living someone else’s life.


“No. I don’t,” he said bluntly. 


“Jake, we have the best doctors in the world available to us.
One of our psychologists is on call in case of emergency during our NSSE’s. I
will give her a call in the morning and set up a time for you to meet her. Dr.
Vrabek’s offices are in Manhattan. I am sure she could arrange to come over as
early as Wednesday.”


“What’s an NSSE?”


Kyle chuckled.


“I forgot you may not remember our lingo. It stands for
National Special Security Event.”


Jake nodded.


“So, this third entity, the mystery agency, is a rogue
outfit?”


“Yes. From our investigations, we have found that someone
has influence inside Galbraith. We suspect that they are one of their clients.”


“That makes sense,” Jake replied.


“Tell me what you know.”


Jake fidgeted in the seat.


“My memory is foggy. I am not a reliable source. But, for
the past few months, it seems that some of Galbraith’s clients have been at
each other’s throats or there has been internal strife.”


“You can’t point fingers?  Names, speculations?”


Jake shook his head.


“I am sorry. I can’t get past the idea that I was going to
kill the President. Then, there is the woman who had handed me a silver locket
on a thin chain. She died there in Atlanta. I think she was there to save me. Was
her name Camilla?”


Kyle seemed shocked.


“You didn’t recognize her?”


“Well, I remember I had met her on a plane ride to Los
Angeles on New Year’s Day. Other than the fact that she had twisted her ankle
and it swelled up to the size of a soft ball, I don’t know why she would have
been in Atlanta. I don’t know why she would give me a locket.”


Kyle nodded.


“Her name was Camilla Cross. She was a CIA agent. We had
been working with her to keep tabs on you. She was assigned to Galbraith after
The Farm had connected them to the murder of a Chinese diplomat.”


It was Jake’s turn to nod.


“So, she was tailing me. Galbraith suspected as much. I was
to go to Atlanta to trap my tail. Evidently, they had convinced me to do even
more in the process. So, who killed her?”


Kyle shrugged.


“We don’t know. Second shooter theories out there suggest
that an alternate trigger for the EMP devices you planted was used from a
remote location. We pegged you there. We thought Camilla had you in hand. The
next thing we knew, all electronics were fried. When we got a team down to the
grounds, you were gone and Camilla dead. I have to admit, you were a suspect
for the first twenty-four hours.”


Jake whistled.


“Look, Jake. I know you feel disoriented. I am sure you are
grateful to be out of harm’s way. I am going to be completely up front with you.
I am in a big jam here.”


“You think I can help.”


“I know you can. I know you want some answers. You have to
realize there is pressure from the Deputy Director to cut your strings and let
you and Hallie move on to the private sector. I am holding him off because I
need your skills, your access.”


Jake rolled his eyes. He was a chess piece here, too.


“Kyle, I would love to help, but I am just discovering my
real place here.”


“Before you continue, Jake, I want to put you at ease. No
pressure. Talk to Dr. Vrabek and see if she can help you get past these memory
blocks. We will get that implant in your hip out in the morning, and have
someone look at your arm. With Hallie and Macy’s help, maybe you will be back
in the saddle again before long. When you are ready, I have an assignment for
you.”


Jake scratched his head.


“I’m confused, Kyle. Why would you be so eager to have me
back in the field?  You have probably hundreds of agents and dozens of Special
Agents at your disposal as well as the NYPD, if what I saw today was any
indication. You can put any of those assets in play. Why am I valuable?”


Kyle sat back in his chair and sighed.


“Until you have been debriefed, passed a psych exam, and
pass a review board, you cannot officially go back to work. I am asking you to
do something as a personal favor to me.”


“Why would I do that, Kyle?”


“Because we are friends, Jake.”











Chapter 7


No Place Like Home


Hallie drove the late model Chevy Blazer down the off ramp
onto North Columbus. Like many drivers, she was on autopilot. She was tired of
feeling alone. She had wanted desperately to believe that her life would soon
be normal.


After Camilla had briefed them on her experience with Jake
on the trip to LA, Hallie had finally been able to convince Kyle to allow her
to infiltrate the organization. It had taken a couple of months, but by April,
she was able to get assigned to Jake’s floor. She watched him, was able to follow
him. She was astounded when he did not recognize her. Camilla had been right.


Then, Atlanta happened. The Director was furious. She had
acted as quickly as she could, called in all her favors and gotten him out of
there. Only time would tell if she had the real Jake back. In the back of her
mind, she still feared that he had turned rogue and that all this was an act. How
could he even conceive of assassinating the man he had been sworn to protect?


She tried to quiet her fears. Jake was still the man she had
fallen in love with in Berlin. She had to have some faith. 


She turned into the drive of her home. Their home. Was two
years so long?  She killed the engine and sat listening to the quiet pinging of
vehicle as it cooled. She sat in the drive, the air outside cool and moist. She
stared at the house in front of her. She had been away for three weeks now. Too
long. 


She had managed to push papers at her desk job for the past
two years. This house had been home to her and Macy. She had agonized over the
decision to leave Macy with her uncle in Stamford, Connecticut. Macy always
enjoyed going with him to the docks and watching the “pretty boats” and big
barges. Oscar would get the barge captains to sound their horns. This delighted
Macy, Oscar told her. He did his best to put her at her ease. Since Aunt Sylvia
had passed away, Oscar had been lonely. Their kids lived in California and
Texas. Macy kept him young, he claimed.


She considered the house looming before her in the dark. Hallie’s
grandparents had left it to her as a wedding present when they had moved to
Maryland. The house was too big for them and the taxes too high. If it were not
for the lack of a mortgage, the taxes would be too much for her and Jake’s
salaries, as well.


The home was a sprawling two-story frame home with a large
yard, mature trees, and three car garage. It was worth more than a million
dollars. Macy loved it. It was like a big play house for her. She was the
princess of a royal mansion, in her mind. It made Hallie smile to think of it. She
had missed her. She was anxious to grab her and pick her up again and listen to
her laugh. 


Hallie firmly believed that nothing in the world could
threaten the happiness of a mother tickled by the sound of her child’s
laughter.


Hallie finally climbed out of the car. She needed to call
her friend, Linda, to see when she could bring Macy over. Linda had agreed to
drive up to Stamford and bring Macy back. Hallie had considered waiting until
Jake got home to call Linda. She had missed his body next to hers. She thought
briefly that it would be nice to smell his hair and caress the cavity at the
base of his neck with her lips and feel the tightness of his stomach against
hers. It would be wonderful to watch him smile. She discarded the thought. Jake
had a lot of adjusting to do. She understood his distance, even though she
desired to have things back to the way they were.


When she had left him in the office, she did not have much
promise of Jake wanting to make up for lost time. To him, he had missed his whole
life. Kissing him in the elevator had brought it all back for her, a rush of
emotions. She had pent up all her concerns for two years, knowing that it was
expected of her. It was the professional thing to do. Never mind that she found
herself crying at commercials where a father was with his daughter or those
stupid jewelry ads that came in the mail.


The elevator had meant more for her than for him. The
realization of that was a punch in the stomach. How could he not remember?  She
chastised herself for thinking that her life was some sort of fairy tale where
one kiss from the damsel would change the frog into a prince.


She fumbled with her keys and jumped when the front door
opened. Linda stood there, a smile on her face.


“A little jumpy, aren’t we?”


“You scared me. Long day today. I wasn’t expecting you to
already be here.”


“I heard Jake is back.”


Hallie looked confused.


“Who told you?”


“Tom called and asked if he could come over tonight after he
drops Jake off,” Linda said. 


Tom and Linda had been sleeping together for about four
months now. It was against Hallie’s recommendation, but she figured it was
surly of her to despise their relationship while her husband was gone. Envy was
such an ugly emotion.


“You don’t think that maybe I would want my first evening
with my husband home alone with him,” she asked only half joking.


Linda smiled. 


“I figured you would want to spend it together as a family. Macy’s
in the kitchen making a mess. Come on, I don’t think she heard you come in,”
Linda said. She shuffled off toward the kitchen. 


“Hey.”


Linda turned, her blonde hair falling across her face. Hallie
noted that she wore jeans and a loose blouse. 


“Yeah?”


“Umm. Let’s not tell her about Jake yet,” Hallie said.


“You look worried. Is something wrong?”


Hallie shook her head and tried to put a smile on her face.


“I want to surprise her is all,” she said.


Linda looked at her doubtfully. Linda knew her too well. It
was probably because in Linda’s practice as a psychiatrist, she learned to read
lies.


“What is really happening, Hallie?”  Linda put her hands on
her hips and barred the way into the kitchen. 


The door was closed, but Hallie could hear Macy’s voice. Macy
liked to talk, even when no one was in the room. Hallie figured lonely people
did that a lot. She was overcome with sadness, thinking of their plight as a
family. She tried not to consider what the future might hold. She did not want
Linda to see her cry.


“I’m not sure Jake will come home tonight,” Hallie admitted.


“But Tom said…”


“Jake will ditch him or force him to drop him off somewhere.
I think Jake needs some time to adjust is all.”


“What kind of undercover operation was he doing?” Linda
blurted.


Hallie did her best to bite her lip. 


“Like I have said before, Linda. It is classified. I cannot
say. He is traumatized, which is understandable. It might take some time for
him to come back home.”


Linda shook her head. Hallie resented the look of pity she
saw in her eyes.


“If there is anything I can do, Hallie, you know we have
been friends longer than you have known Jake.”


Hallie nodded and pushed a loose strand of hair back on her
face. Her hands still hurt from the flight from the building this morning. Mentally,
she noted that she should see the company doctor tomorrow and get a manicure. Nothing
could make a girl feel whole like a fresh nail job and a new pair of shoes. She
cursed her luck on losing the Bottega Venetas. They were the only luxury she
had allowed herself from her lone but large paycheck from Galbraith. 


“I will let you know. Maybe we can go shopping for shoes
this weekend,” Hallie suggested.


Linda smiled and took Hallie’s arm in hers.


“Now you are talking my language. Come into the kitchen. We
will surprise her with her Mommy.”


Hallie appreciated Linda’s energy and outlook. She needed a
positive influence right now. She was not normally dispirited, but the day she
had longed for had come and the disappointment was enough to overwhelm her.


No sooner had the door opened when she heard an
ear-splitting scream.


“Mommy!”


Macy rushed up to her and tackled her legs. Hallie realized
that it seemed her daughter had grown since she had last seen her. How does
this happen?  When Jake left, she was two. Now she was getting ready for
pre-school and growing a half inch per week.


“Whoa there, Macy-girl!”  


Whenever Macy was around, Hallie had a difficult time not
smiling. It seemed that this was a common ailment amongst those who experienced
Macy in all her glory. She was contagious. Infectious.


“I told you Mommy would be home soon,” Linda said. She put
her elbows across the island and her knee up on a stool. Her smile took in her
whole face. Hallie looked up at her.


“Thanks for watching her, Linda. I owe you so much.”


Linda waved her off.


“You introduced me to Tom. Count us even.”


Hallie scoffed. She rubbed her hands in Macy’s chestnut
hair.


“Hardly an even trade.”


“Mommy?”


Hallie looked down to see Macy’s bright green eyes staring
up at her. Hallie knew she was putty in Macy’s hand. She hoped that Macy did
not realize that. Her teen years would be unbearable if she knew that dangerous
fact. Hallie wondered if it was a common condition among families, this
strength in weakness.


“Yes, Pumpkin.”


“Can we go to Swizzle’s before it closes?”


Hallie smiled. She wanted to refuse, but Macy was a sucker
for cake batter flavored yogurt.


“It’s the least I can do for you. I am so glad to see you
again.”


Linda made her way for the door.


“It appears my work here is done. I will leave you two to
your ice cream. Ms. Linda has her own dessert to look forward to tonight,” she
said. She reached back and kissed Hallie on the cheek. 


Hallie smelled strawberries.


“Take care, hon.”


“Bye Miss Linda!” Macy chimed. In her head, Macy was
probably already choosing her toppings. Hallie envied the simple choices of
children. 


Chocolate chips or caramel cream?  Heck, why not both?  


Linda left and Macy wanted to show her what she had drawn. 


Hallie sat on the stool with her elbows on the table while
Macy retrieved her masterpiece from her overnight bag. Hallie ran her hands
through her hair and attempted to put on her Mommy Face. The face that would
tell Macy that she was the only thing in the world that mattered. The face that
denied that Hallie was lonely and missed Macy’s father. The face that lied. 


Macy joined her and plopped a large, thick piece of canvas
up on the surface of the island.


“I drew this at Miss Linda’s!  She has colored pencils AND
watercolors. I mixed them!  It is our family.” Macy said proudly.


Hallie beamed in spite of herself. Then she looked at the
picture her daughter had painted and she felt her resolve slip. She fought back
a sob.


“It’s lovely, honey,” she said. To cover the tears that
flowed from her face, she hugged Macy. It was not totally insincere. Hallie
hugged her because in all the world, Macy was her jewel.


She closed her eyes and tried to get the image out of her
head. What upset her was not what Macy had painted but what she had omitted. Macy
had swirled together watercolors for the sky and the house that was obviously
theirs. Out front in colored pencil were Macy, Hallie, and Miss Linda. 











Chapter 8


Wasted Days and Wasted Nights


Tom had seemed like such a nice guy, Jake had almost taken
him up on the offer to stop and get a beer and talk before heading home. Instead,
Jake had opted to walk. He had found a pub not too far from the office. It was
dark and filled with lawyers and doctors, students and locals. He enjoyed the
dark paneling, the brass railings, the green leather seat-backs. 


Jake ordered a burger and a beer. He had not eaten all day. His
head felt full, though. He did not know what was bothering him the most: his
past, his present, or his future. They all seemed distant to him. 


Even now, he could not bring himself to make the call he
knew he needed to make. Something told him that Hallie would understand. That
did not make it alright to avoid her, though. Jake was disappointed in himself.



He was pretty certain he could trust Hallie. No one, not
even Gary, had ever stuck their neck out for him that he could remember. Unless
you counted Camilla Cross.


But could he trust himself?


He was an assassin. He killed people for a living. Three
days ago, he had been able to justify his career and now he was morally
appalled. This transformation was because of what?  His sudden realization that
he was actually a glorified detective-slash-bodyguard?  The thought that he was
a father?  A husband? 


Jake suspected that all these reasons played into the role
of making him feel guilty. He felt remorseful that he had allowed himself to
become degraded enough to succumb to his baser instincts.


He stared at the half-eaten burger on the plate by his elbow.
He had shoved it aside. He was hungry. It tasted great. It had enough grease
coming from the burger to soak the soft bun. His appetite would simply not
allow him to finish it. 


Absently, he wondered if even opinions, likes and dislikes,
emotions, and feelings could be transplanted in the same way his memory was
erased. People were manipulated all the time. The average American consulted
the temple of the television every day to know what to think, how to feel, or
what was popular.


How was he any different?


He tried to console himself with that truism. It did not
work. 


Finally, he took a bite of the burger again. It was good
cold, too. He called the waiter over and ordered a glass of milk. He had him
take the empty beer mug away. He loved drinking milk with his burgers. It was a
tradition. He had done it since…since when?  He was a kid?  


This had been happening to him all day. Snippets of his
memory would come back. A Hanson poster on the wall by his bed. Watching the
coverage of the Oklahoma City Bombing on a console television. Remembering his
mother working in the kitchen making bread with her new bread-maker. His dad
talking politics. 


Just snippets. It was like looking at a spectacle through a
crack in a floor or through a key hole. 


Rather than making him feel better, it actually served to
drive him deeper into self-pity and self-loathing. The more memories that
surfaced, the more he felt like he was a good man gone bad.


Another side effect of these memories was that he had no
control over which ones would bubble up. He tried fishing them out, digging
around, and extracting them, but he met walls of resistance. He only made his
head feel worse and his stomach lurch. He could not remember Berlin. He could
not remember a marriage ceremony. He could not remember holding a daughter.


He knew that his inability to remember those things were
paramount to Hallie. They meant something to her. He desperately wanted to
recall them so that they could revel in his triumph and celebrate together
shared memories. Jake knew his procrastination was centered mostly on this
failure. He did not want to go “home” until he knew that what he was
experiencing there was a true recollection of his former, better life.


He did not deserve to hold his daughter in his arms and
accept her love. He did not deserve the love that Hallie obviously felt toward
him.


He remembered her kiss in the elevator. Something had awoken
in him, but he had imagined that it was merely a man thing. Of course he
responded. He was not dead.


He heard the pub door open. The bartender greeted the
newcomer with a traditional “Welcome to Harry’s!”


Jake turned and took in the form of Giselle standing in the
doorway scanning the heads in the room with a slight smile on her face. Jake
fought the urge to run. He knew she was here for him. Why else would she come
here?  She was obviously out of her element.


Giselle wore her long hair up. Strands of it fell to the
nape of her slender neck. Her mouth glistened with a dark red lipstick that
stood out against her porcelain skin. Her dress hugged her body provocatively,
while maintaining a modest coverage of her skin. Only her arms and calves were
exposed. 


It did not matter. Every male and most females in the pub
turned to her. She was like a magnet. She knew it, too. 


She saw him. He tried to smile. She moved toward him and the
waiter intercepted her. She pointed to him. He could barely distinguish her
words over the din of the diners and revelers. He could not help himself. He
watched her moving toward him, her body athletic and alluring.


She pulled up a seat beside him.


“How did you find me?”


“I have my ways,” she said coyly. “Is that how you greet
your friends?”


“It’s the implant, isn’t it?”


She nodded.


The waiter stopped by with a dark bottle of beer labeled,
Orkney Porter. Jake looked at it quizzically.


“Norwegian?”


“Scottish Isles, actually. It is sweet. Less alcohol taste,”
Giselle explained. She curled her nose and then laughed lightly. It was like
bells chiming. 


The waiter set down his milk.


“Russian?” she asked, a smiling playing at her lips.


“Jersey, actually.”


“Oh. I see. A cow,” she said, tilting her head. Her hair
sparkled in the lights from the bar. Her eyes never left him. 


“If I can get you anything else, let me know,” the waiter
said. His eyes lingered on Giselle a moment and he walked smoothly away. 


Jake tried to regain control of the conversation. If he let
her, she would run him right over. He would be putty in her hands. His self-esteem
was low enough as it was.


“Look. I know this appears like I am looking for company
here, but I am trying to get some things sorted out.”


She looked serious. She sipped the beer and nodded.


“I know. I thought you would want to know there is a contract
out on your head.”


He dipped his burger in the milk and smirked at her.


“You are the second person today to tell me that. Am I
supposed to be intimidated?  Scared?  Grateful to you for giving me this
information?”


“I am the only reason you have not been taken yet,” she said.
The smile never left her lips. 


Jake took a bite of the burger, soaked in milk. It tasted
wonderful. He chewed slowly, thinking of what he would say next.


“I am married.”


Her smile extended until he saw the brilliant white of her teeth.


“That explains much.”


He rolled his eyes. She never stopped, this temptress.


“So, why are you holding the dogs at bay, then?  Why spare
me?”


She took another sip of her beer and leaned forward.


“Why, silly, you are valuable.”


He scoffed.


“Valuable?  I am broken, Giselle. My cover is blown, my past
is exposed. I am not an assassin. I am an agent.”


She shook her head.


“Whatever you have to tell yourself to sleep at night,”
Giselle teased.


Jake sighed. She was not going to allow him to feel sorry
for himself.


“I have been thinking about my job, Giselle. Several things
don’t add up,” Jake admitted.


She shrugged.


“Working for the US government can be conflicting, as I
understand it,” Giselle said.


He shook his head.


“Wrong job. I mean, Galbraith. Sinegem. Darius. Lars. Me. Atlanta.
Help me understand, Giselle. I suspect you have the answers.”


She smiled.


“I told you that you are valuable, Mr. Monday.”  Last names
again.


“Business.”


She tilted the bottle toward him and flashed another smile.


“I cannot divulge answers to someone who can potentially
work for my enemy,” Giselle threatened.


Jake looked away. Staring at her was like looking at a
bright light. If he was not careful, she would draw him in. He needed to
distance himself from her sexuality, he needed to block out the thoughts going
through his head. 


He needed to do this as a means of survival as much as
respect for his wife. The wife he had forgotten. But had he really?  


“So you want to blackmail me with information. You want to
trade your information for my skills. That hardly seems like an even trade,”
Jake offered.


Giselle pursed her lips.


“What do you want to know, Jake?”


“I don’t know where to start,” Jake said. He rubbed his
cheeks with is hand, feeling the stubble there. He stared at her, and it came
to him. “You are Eilif’s daughter,” he said.


“I thought you had questions,” she said. Her eyes betrayed
her anger.


“What does he have to do with all this?”


“He has nothing to do with you. Except that he would perhaps
like to exact a revenge on you for what you did in Ventura.”


“You won’t allow him?”


She shrugged.


“I don’t have that much control over my father. He can be
manipulated, he can be used. He is much like you in that regard. I cannot
control you, but I can use you.”


Jake looked at her in a different light. He had never seen
Giselle as dangerous before.


“So, Atlanta?  What was that?”


“A poor attempt to trap a government agent, murder an
important man, and implicate you in the process. It was sloppy, ill-conceived, poor
timing, and overly ambitious. It was doomed to fail,” Giselle explained. Her
voice was dripping with venom.


“I take it that this was not your idea.”


“Not entirely, no. Suffice it to say that we live in a
dangerous time. No one is safe. No one can be trusted,” Giselle said. She finished
her beer and set the empty bottle on the table with a loud clack.


“Not even you?”


Her grin was mischievous.


“Especially me, Jake. Even my father does not know of my
machinations, or my motives.”


“You in a sharing mood?”  Jake wanted information. He craved
it. It was his only chance at redemption.


“You were the one behind the operation in Ventura,” Jake
guessed.


“Yes. Do not ask me why, Mr. Monday. You will insult me.”


“Then why am I involved in this?  What is my role?”


She shrugged.


“You are another player is all. The only difference is that
you are a piece to be played.”


“What if I don’t want to play anymore?”


Giselle turned her head and put her hand up for the waiter. He
hustled over. She turned back to him.


“Then, go home to your wife and child. Go back to work and
lead a good American life. An honest life. But live it well, Mr. Monday because
your days will be numbered. No one leaves Galbraith without repercussions.”


The waiter arrived. She looked up at him and batted her
eyes.


“Shawn, can you bring me another Orkney?”


“Of course,” Shawn said. He was more cheery than he needed
to be. It was just a beer, after all.


“And, bring my friend here another…what is that?”


“He has milk. I will bring him another,” Shawn said. His
eyes never left Giselle.


He turned and went back to the bar.


“Is that a threat?” Jake asked.


Giselle chuckled and reached into her purse. 


“I am merely stating the obvious, Jake. Galbraith will do
what it wants. Even though I have pull there, I in no way control all that goes
on.”


“So, you can manipulate, but not control. That must bother
you, not being in control,” Jake accused. 


She waved the thought away and sat back in her chair. 


“I don’t trouble myself with things or people I can’t
control. Control is often merely an illusion, anyway. Things happen for a
reason, people harbor their own motivations. Real power comes not from direct
control but from setting up the board so that the pieces move in predictable
patterns.”


“Manipulation.”


“Why fool ourselves to think we win a game because we play
the game better than our competitors?  Is it not easier to alter the rules of
the game?  Then the win is sweeter.”


“You speak in riddles, Giselle. I am talking about real
lives here. You are messing with my life,” Jake allowed his anger to boil to
the surface. He could feel his face flush. He grabbed the edge of the table and
could feel its rough edge against the palm of his hand.


“You are right, of course. Jake, I have asked you directly
almost half a dozen times to join me. The implications of that are mysterious
to you, of course. I have not fully outlined the parameters of this arrangement.
Trust me, Jake; you will be happy that you chose to align your services to my
cause.”


“Trust you?”


“Despite your better judgment, yes. Some serious trouble is
coming Jake and the side you choose will determine your fate.”


Jake finished his milk and got out his wallet. He laid two
twenties on the table.


“I choose my side. I am my own faction.”


Giselle shook her head and looked at him with eyes full of
pity and disappointment.


“Mr. Monday. You do not even know what game you are playing.
You have no idea who else is playing. You do not know their positions. You are
blind, naïve, inexperienced and without an ally. How do you expect to win?”


Jake realized then that he was making the right decision. Giselle
felt threatened. 


“I don’t, actually. Maybe I can take out a player or two in
the course of the game. That will be enough for me,” Jake said, seething. He
got up and walked around the table as Shawn returned with their drinks. He took
Giselle by the arm.


“Here you go. A porter and milk. Anything else I can get
you?” Shawn asked Giselle.


“Just a bill, sweetie. It appears my friend is ready to
leave,” Giselle said, her face glowing.


“I will be right back,” Shawn said, casting him an envious
glance. 


If he only knew, Jake thought.


Jake held her arm in his hand. He could feel her flexing her
triceps. 


“Tell me this:  was this business or pleasure, Giselle?”


Sadness showed in her mouth.


“Both. Let me just say this, Jake.”  She shook off his hand
and stared up at him, something like hurt or possible hate in her eyes. “You
were never happy at Galbraith. Your memories had been erased. You were
manipulated by as many as three different players. Your skills are
invaluable, Mr. Monday. Do not underestimate your own importance. If I am
trying to lure you to my side, then you can be assured you are an asset.”


“It seems that being an asset is also making me a target,”
Jake said.


“That is exactly correct. You are either valuable or expendable,”
Giselle admitted.


“I will remember that,” Jake said. He walked out of the pub,
into the warm, humid night. The smells of the river wafted along Water Street
as he hailed a cab. 


Jake looked at his hands. They were shaking. He knew it was
from pent-up anger, frustration, and disappointment. What Giselle had said had struck
a chord with Jake. He had hated his job. That was one memory that was fresh in
his mind. He had been miserable and dissatisfied. 


Maybe that was the real Monday. Maybe the real Jake wished
for a different life, for a life he could not remember. It was there on the
periphery of his existence. Jake stepped into the cab and gave the driver
directions. His fate was calling him and he finally knew with a certainty what
he wanted. It was finally time to go home.











Chapter 9


What Are Friends For?


Hallie looked out the window. It was six am on Saturday and
the NY Times had not arrived yet. The paperboy once told her that the
distributor had delays and sometimes he waited up to an hour before he could he
could get his papers. She thought maybe her paperboy worked late on Saturdays. Who
could blame him?


The sun was bright and reflected off of her neighbors
windows. No one moved outside. In under an hour Mr. Vickers would be mowing and
trimming, Jacelyn Howard would jog by, waving, and the Corvec and Mendlehouse
children would be playing games and riding their bicycles.


She sat back at the breakfast nook and listened to the house
waking around her. She could hear Macy coughing, the birds chirping outside,
and old house settling. She picked at her blueberry muffin and sipped her
coffee, content in the direction of her life.


Jake had come home. 


The first night had been awkward but she had pulled out the
sleeper couch and made him a bed in the living room. She had come down Tuesday
morning to the smell of bacon frying and Macy standing on a step stool flipping
pancakes with Jake helping from behind her. Jake had turned to her as she came
in and had kissed her.


Right then, it had felt as though he had never left. As if
he had never become an assassin. As if he had never lost his memory. She smiled
at her memory of that morning. She promised herself that no matter how
difficult the future got, she would hold on to that moment. They had been a
family again. Even though she knew Jake was not healed, he had made an effort
to fake it for her sake.


She finished the muffin and put away the dishes. Macy would
be up soon, so Hallie decided to read a book on her cell phone to pass the time.
She curled up on the couch and put a pillow on her lap. 


She wished she could text Jake. Just a short love note. His
phone had been confiscated earlier and he had not been issued a new one yet. It
was not necessary since he had spent the rest of the week in meetings with psychologists,
doctors, other agents, and NSA specialists. 


Jake had been most relieved when he had gotten the implant
removed from his hip. He asked the NSA agent in charge to deactivate the device
and then to frame it for him as a keepsake. Jake had recounted that the agent
had smiled wryly and refused. Jake had shrugged when he told her, saying that
the contraption was not a security threat once it was deactivated. Hallie had
explained that the technology used would provide a way to trace back to the
agency that had implanted the device in the first place.


Other than the content of some of his meetings with Evers
and the NSA agent in charge of the investigation, Jake had declined to talk
about his employment at Galbraith. Hallie understood. Her few weeks there had
provided a glimpse of its vast reach, its incredible power, and its complex
alliances. In fact, she had heard rumblings that internal strife at Galbraith
was beginning to rip the organization apart. It had become too big, too fast.


An organization like Galbraith that was dedicated to dealing
death and was corrupt internally was apt to have power struggles. 


“Mommy?”  Macy called from the bottom of the stairs. She was
rubbing her eyes.


Hallie looked up from her phone. She realized she had
flipped through several pages yet had not registered the words she had read. 


“Yes, honey?”


“I hear someone on the roof,” Macy said, her voice
trembling.


Normally, Hallie would assure her that the noise was a
squirrel or a raccoon trying to enter the attic. Hallie suspected that it was
much more than a rodent.


She moved swiftly, but did her best to not alarm Macy. Hallie
kicked off her slippers and grabbed a black Swiss bag from the closet. She did
not have time to put on more clothes. She wore only her pajama pants and a
faded NYU t-shirt with no bra. She had no time for decorum. Macy’s life was at
stake.


She picked up Macy and buried her face in her daughter’s
hair.


“It’s alright, Macy-baby. Momma’s got you. We have to leave
and go see Daddy. Okay?”


“But, I don’t have Bugsy,” Macy whined.


“We will come back later and get Bugsy, honey,” Hallie
consoled her. She looked up the stairs and glanced out into the back yard. 


How could I think we would be safe? She scolded
herself.


A better question posed itself. Why was her sense of danger
not alerted?  Was someone on the roof, or was she over-reacting. She took less
than a second to decide that their lives were not worth taking chances. She
would have to trust Macy and the feeling in her gut that she was making the
best decision. 


Again, she wished Jake had a phone. When she got away safely
from the house, she would call Evers at the office and get them out to the
house. It was not unusual for the Secret Service to protect its own from
time-to-time.


Macy fidgeted, and begged to get down. Sometimes Hallie had
to remind herself that Macy was getting old enough to stand on her own. She
mostly resented being carried now. She enjoyed her independence. Hallie was
both proud of her and a little sad that Macy was growing up before Hallie had a
chance to enjoy her being a baby.


“Mom. I want breakfast first. I want some cereal,” Macy
complained. 


“Not now. We will stop somewhere and get some breakfast,
honey,” Hallie promised. She slung the backpack onto her right shoulder and
pulled the case with the SIG Sauer P229 in it out of the bag. She put the
special sling across her left shoulder so the pistol hung loosely against her
ribs. She did not have time to hide it and Macy was used to the sight of guns
in the house. They had never made an issue of hiding them from her and had
taught her early on to respect and fear guns.


“Can we get some oatmeal from McDonald’s,” Macy begged.


“We’ll see,” Hallie said in the tone that parents everywhere
would recognize as defeat and acquiescence. 


Then she heard it: footsteps thumping on the roof over the
back porch. Why were they up there?  Then, she knew. They were looking
for Macy. Hallie felt a chill like ice grip her heart and she realized that she
was squeezing Macy tightly.


“I’m sorry, Macy-baby. We have to go now,” Hallie said, her
breath coming out in a rush. Her mind raced ahead, making plans. She glanced
out the windows to the front of the house and saw no one. No unusual cars. From
the sounds on the roof, they had entered from the back of the house. If she
hurried, they could get out before they were seen. Her vehicle was still parked
in the garage. There was no way she would make it out in the car. 


She led Macy to the door. She opened it carefully, knowing
that opening the door would create a vacuum and they would feel it on the roof.
She understood the risk, but she could not wait in the house for someone to
come and take her child. 


As she put Macy out the door, she closed it carefully, not
allowing it to bang shut. The day was already beginning to warm. She looked up
and down Oriole Avenue. The homes were still. She could hear voices coming from
behind her. She looked down at Macy and smiled at her and held her finger to
her mouth. 


She showed Macy how to walk away quietly. Macy liked this
game. 


Hallie popped the strap open that held her SIG Sauer P229 in
place under her arm. She reached up and it came into her hand, a trustworthy
and familiar friend. She absently checked the chamber, dropped the magazine out
and slid it into place quickly. She had an extra magazine in the carry case and
a box of ammo in the bag across her shoulder. She pulled the slide back and
chambered a round. 


Macy continued walking heel-toe, heel-toe in front of
Hallie, pretending to walk on a beam. Soon, they were on the road and Hallie
directed Macy to turn to the right. This would put them within the vision of
whoever was on the roof, but Hallie’s curiosity was getting the best of her. 


Hallie had been in dozens of close situations. She had been
part of a team that guarded diplomats during United Nations Summits. She had
witnessed gunfire, physical attacks, theft, and murder. Never had she been as
nervous as now. She was not nervous for herself. She was worried about Macy. 


Hallie gripped the pistol with one hand and held Macy’s
elbow as lightly as she could afford. Macy did not complain, but allowed her
mother to lead her down the road. Hallie kept a tall hedge between her and the
house with Macy in front of her. She looked back over her shoulder. When she
got to a place where she could see the back of her house, she stopped and knelt
down on the pavement. There was no sidewalk here, but many of the residents of
the neighborhood walked the main thoroughfare, enjoying the heavily populated
suburb setting so close to the concrete jungle to their south.


She saw two men on the roof. One held a piece of equipment
to the window. She could not see it from this angle, but Hallie knew what it
was. It would take out the window without evidence of breaking in.  Where they
were on the roof, no one from her neighborhood could see them enter. Her
neighbors uphill behind her were screened by a row of thick trees. These men
had chosen to take her daughter in broad daylight.


Now she was more mad than scared. She fought the urge to
fire her weapon. She wanted to go back and put a bullet in their temples.


The bigger man saw her. His face was red with exertion, but
he turned to her just as he was reaching up to help his team mate.


He said something to the other man and pointed. They both stared
toward her and Macy. The first man grabbed what looked like a cell phone and
held it to his mouth. Hallie did not wait around to see more. She turned in a
whirl, slapped the pistol back in place under her arm and grabbed Macy. 


She ran for the main intersecting street. The plan that
formed in her head started with: get away and hide, call Evers, and get Jake
here. Her pride got in the way of her plan. She could handle them by herself. Despite
her confidence in her abilities, Hallie knew her weakness. If she allowed her
fear for her daughter to paralyze her at the wrong instant, it would cost them
both their lives. 


She felt the pavement warm under her feet. 


She heard the roar of an engine and the screech of tires. She
fought the temptation to turn and look. A black Ford Expedition raced past her
and turned sideways in the road at the last second. Its tires barked and the
big vehicle skidded to a stop. 


Hallie set Macy down. She was screaming. Who could blame
her, poor thing? Hallie shut it out. She needed to concentrate on keeping them
both alive. She could not allow Macy’s screams to dampen her resolve.


The gun was back in her hand in an instant. A woman with
raven hair got out of the driver’s side and began walking toward them. She had
no weapon. She held her hands in front of her.


“I know you are frightened. We are here to help you. Jake is
in trouble. We need to get you to safety,” she said. 


She sounded completely convincing, but Hallie had been
trained to see through a ruse.


“Stay right there,” Hallie said loudly, her gun trained on
the woman’s abdomen. 


Two shots would put her down. Three would kill her. Hallie
was prepared to do either. In all her hours on duty, she had never had to
actually discharge her firearm. She knew she could. Knew she would.


The woman, to her credit, smiled and held out her hands.


“I know you are a mother protecting her cub. Just put the
weapon down, Hallie. We are here to help you and Macy, not hurt you,” she said.



She continued to be soothing and logical. It was a good act,
Hallie had to admit. 


“Bull. I want you to put your hands on the vehicle. You,
inside, get out and put your hands where I can see them or I will put two
bullets into your partner!”  Hallie could hear footsteps coming her way. The
men from the roof. 


“Hallie, my name is Violet. I worked at Galbraith. I am an
undercover agent for the CIA. We need to talk. Please. Put the gun down,” she
claimed.


Hallie had tried to stay out of the briefing room while Jake
had tried to recall all his actions at Galbraith. Much of it they already knew.
But, Hallie remembered Jake talking about Violet and Lars. He did not trust
them.


She did not trust them, either. In fact, there were less
than a half dozen people in the entire world she trusted. Was it Lars behind
the wheel?  That would figure, according to what Jake had said.


“I don’t care who you are. You are not taking us anywhere,”
Hallie said.


“Mommy, I’m scared!” Macy complained. She hugged her chest
with one arm and had one thumb in her mouth. She had not sucked her thumb in over
a year.


As irrational as it seemed, Hallie was angry that this woman
would make her daughter suck her thumb after Hallie had spent countless hours
learning how to correct her daughter’s habit. 


Just then, she felt an object pierce the air near her right
cheek. Instinctively, she turned to that side and brought her pistol around,
both hands gripping it, her eye trained to focus on the rear sight and line it
up with the front sight. Easy, peasy.


     She pulled the trigger. She had forgotten how loud the
pistol could be. It bucked in her hand, the .357 SIG brass cartridge ejected high
beside her and her periphery vision caught its trajectory and her ears picked
up the ring of its clatter as it hit the pavement. She followed up with a
second shot that entered through the man’s collar bone. Blood peppered the air
behind his back.


She pulled on the trigger again from the first set point, a
smooth, eight pound pull. The shot went into the meaty part of his shoulder. Hallie
watched as the slug tore the fabric of the man’s shirt.


The man in the lead lurched, his eyes registering the
impossibility of his death. He dropped his pistol and pitched forward. The big
man behind him was slow to react. He looked up at her, shock and dismay on his
face.


“You killed him! You…” 


He never finished his statement. Hallie shot him in the neck.
She had seen the outline of the Kevlar vest he wore beneath his Bermuda shirt. 


No wonder he had been sweating and laboring to keep up. He
must be carrying another ten pounds around his torso, Hallie thought.


The man gurgled once, his hands grasping at the holes in his
neck, blood spurting out in all directions. 


Hallie regretted the shot as soon as she made the decision.
She should have taken his knees out. It would have served better. She could
hear Macy screaming over the din. She could hear Violet running toward her. 


Hallie groaned, knowing what she had to do. She had already
fired four rounds. She had six left.


She wheeled around and shot Violet in the thigh. Violet
spun, and lunged at her. Hallie simply brought the pistol down in a vicious arc.
It connected with Violet’s temple and she fell forward, limp, to the road. 


Hallie grabbed Macy’s hand and dragged her to the passenger
side of the Expedition. She looked in the open door at a large man staring at
her curiously. He held a Beretta FS 9 mm pistol. He was aiming it at the floor.


“Are you Lars?” she asked. Macy stood at her knee, sobbing
and sniffling. Part of her hated them all for this.


“Of course I am, Hallie. We have met before. Perhaps you do
not remember. Violet was right. We need to talk. We...”


“Don’t presume to tell me what we need to do. I need to get
away from you all. Let us go or I swear to you I will put a bullet in both of
you,” Hallie said. She could feel the spittle on her lips. She knew she
probably looked crazy. It was fine with her. If crazy got the job done, then
she was prepared to be crazy.


“I am afraid you have me at a disadvantage, Mrs. Monday.” 
He released the magazine from the Beretta and set it on the seat beside him. 


He opened the door and dropped the pistol to the pavement. He
stepped out. Hallie held the SIG Sauer steady. She picked Macy up quickly and
deposited her on the front seat. She was sobbing and staring ahead. Her eyes
were tinged with red. Hallie guessed she was in shock. 


Children were resilient, but an ordeal like this would leave
a lasting effect. Macy’s mom had killed someone on the street beside their
house. She concentrated on the task at hand. Regrets and self-flagellation were
for later.


The vehicle was too tall, she realized. Going around it
would allow him to be out of her sight. 


It was a risk she had to take. The pistol was on the ground.
She had heard it hit.


“Stay there. I will come around. Move and I will kill you,”
she said through clenched teeth.


“We are friends, Hallie. You need to trust us,” Lars said
softly. His voice grated on her nerves. His accent and the harsh rumble of his
words were like nails on a chalkboard. 


“You need to shut up, Lars. Get around to the side of the
vehicle and put your hands on it,” she commanded. She glanced over at Violet,
struggling to get up. She did not hold a pistol. Only a phone. She was staring
at it. The screen was busted, the glass shattered on the pavement. Hallie heard
Violet curse softly.


“We will be back, Hallie. We cannot allow them to get to you.
We cannot allow them to get to Jake. If they get to Jake, it is all over,” he
said. He actually sounded desperate.


“Stop talking. Another word and you will not have to worry
about breathing through your mouth. I will make a hole through your chest to
breathe through,” she threatened. She did not really want to shoot him. She was
being tough because she was scared.


He nodded and put his hands against the Expedition. Hallie
came around the front of the vehicle and opened the door. She hopped in and
shut it. 


She sat in the front seat for a moment with her eyes closed
and exhaled sharply through her nose. She had just killed two men. They might
just be CIA or FBI agents. She doubted it. It was more likely that they were
mercenaries. Regardless, they were dead. Macy had witnessed it all. Hallie
glanced over at the seat where her daughter sat, her bottom lip tucked out and
her nose running clear snot. Hallie resisted the urge to wipe her nose. Instead,
she reached across and put Macy’s seat belt on. She scooted the discarded 9mm
magazine onto the floorboard. She checked the side mirror and saw Lars putting
his hands on the rear bumper, his jaw working in anger and frustration.


She put the big SUV in gear and gunned it. She turned right
at the intersection and left the scene of the crime. She could hear sirens
coming closer. She slowed to the speed limit and pulled onto the Bronx River
Road. She followed it south, hoping to slip onto the Bronx River Parkway before
she was pulled over. 


She stole a glance at Macy. Macy looked up at her.


“Mommy, I’m hungry,” she complained.


“I know, honey. I know Macy-baby,” she said. A tear ran a
path down her cheek as she checked the rear view mirror. The morning sun glared
into her gaze but she could see no pursuit. Satisfied, she turned her attention
to getting her mad on.











Chapter 10


Take One for the Team


“I will NOT calm down,” Hallie shouted. Her hair was matted
and her clothes clung to her. She was perspiring so much she tasted salt on her
lips. She had sprinted up the stairs carrying Macy with her to get to the
office. It was necessary because she had to bypass security. She did not have
proper identification. It did not matter that she had known Howard, the
security professional for the building, for months. He would not allow her to
go on the elevator, especially with a child in tow.


“Hallie, we will have Bronxville PD shut the case down. We
will call it a national security threat. We will handle that part. No one
blames you for protect--.” Kyle Evers stammered.


“Don’t placate me, Kyle. I discharged my weapon off duty. I
did it in a residential neighborhood in front of my own child!  I want these
bastards who are ruining our lives!  So don’t stand there patting me on the head.
Do your job or get out of my way!”


Kyle looked exasperated. He glanced over at Jake who sat on
a leather chair playing “Cut the Pickle” with Macy.


“Don’t look at him!  Look at me, Kyle,” Hallie said, her
anger getting the best of her.


“Hallie, calm down,” Kyle began, trying to sound gentle.


Hallie sprung at him, grabbing his shirt in her hand.


“Don’t tell me to calm down. First you endanger my family by
sending Jake off to one of the most dangerous assassin organizations in the
world and then you stand here doing nothing while a four man operation goes
directly to my house to kidnap me and my child. Don’t tell me to calm down,”
she said. With her anger spent, her voice dropped and she let go of Kyle.


Hallie figured that the Special Agent in Charge of the
Brooklyn field office of the Secret Service, Kyle Evers, was not used to being
bullied by an agent. He stepped back. Hallie was already sorry for her outburst.
She knew she had pushed him too far.


“Hallie. You are on leave as of this morning. I think you
need time to re-evaluate your career choice. Perhaps this is too much for you,”
he said, his voice level. He glanced over at Jake, who wore a look of
resignation. “Maybe it is too much for both of you,” Kyle said pointedly. 


Jake looked up at that. 


“Say what you mean, Kyle,” Jake said, allowing Macy to slice
his fingers. “Pow!” He exclaimed.


Macy giggled.


“Kyle, I am sorry. I have been through a lot...” Hallie
began. She regretted her actions. She had let her fear and her anger lead her
to this.


“Hallie. I am not firing you. You two need to get out of
town. I just happen to have an assignment in Washington that needs a delicate
hand. You two are welcome to accept it in lieu of the leave,” Kyle offered.


“That feels too much like you trying to manipulate us,
Kyle,” Jake accused. He set Macy on the carpet and got out of the chair.


Hallie noticed that Jake had lost weight since Galbraith. He
did not seem to be eating well. Hallie was not much of a cook, but even when
they ate together at a restaurant, he picked at his food. 


“I merely want what is best for you. And for the Service. I
cannot have an incident where you and Macy are taken. That would compromise
this office, the Service, and more importantly, it would be a dereliction of my
duties, knowing what I know now,” Kyle explained.


Jake put his hands on his hips.


“What do you have in Washington that the Uniformed Division
isn’t able to handle?” Jake asked.


Kyle frown deepened.


“Like I said, this is a touchy assignment. It needs a
softer, less visible presence than UD personnel can provide. You two would make
a great team. You can even fly practically solo on this one. You can report
directly to Deputy Director Nance in Baltimore,” Kyle explained.


“I thought you said the assignment was in Washington,”
Hallie reminded him.


“Yes. The game is in Washington, but the Senator’s son plays
for the Orioles,” Kyle said.


“Wait. You want us assigned to Washington to protect a
baseball player?”


Kyle shrugged.


“Not just any baseball player. Todd Swane.”


Hallie watched Jake scratch his head. When it came to
baseball, he was clueless. Politics were even worse. She came to his rescue.


“You mean Senator Bob Swane’s son, the right fielder for the
Orioles who is in a slump?”


Kyle smirked. He knew Jake had no idea of either man, even
if his memory had not been wiped. Hallie’s father had worked for years as a
scout for the Cleveland Indians. She had learned to love the game as a kid.


“Yes. Those are the Swanes.”


“You want us to protect Todd Swane?  For how long?  Why, and
who from?”


“Well, first of all, this is off the books, officially. It
is a favor we are extending to Senator Swane as part of our agreement. We were
assigned to Bob during his campaign. Our inspectors allowed a package through that
turned out to have explosives.” He shrugged; his smirk served to be both
self-effacing, and ironic. “They failed to ignite. We risked a black eye. Senator
Swane knew that there was not much we could have done differently outside of
opening the package ourselves, but he had us over a bad press barrel. We agreed
to provide protective services for him during his term as a demonstration of
good faith,” Kyle said.


“So, his son is getting death threats from angry fans?”
Hallie guessed.


Kyle nodded.


“I am afraid so. They aren’t happy with his production.”


Hallie put her hands on her hips.


“Fans are so fickle. They were clamoring for the Orioles to
fork out the cash to keep him in Baltimore and then when he goes through a
slump, and now they want the bum out of there,” Hallie complained.


“They have a short memory,” Kyle agreed.


“So, a crazy fan wants Todd dead, the Senator has called in
his favor, and you want us to babysit this jock for how long?” Jake asked. Hallie
knew he was uncomfortable enough just trying to piece back his memory. He had
always hated spectator sports.


“Just this one game in D.C. The Nats have a double header
scheduled with the Orioles this Tuesday. I have your tickets ready for tomorrow
and hotel accommodations. I only got one room, so…”


Hallie waved him off.


“Don’t worry, Kyle, Jake and I are fine in a single. But
what about Macy?  She can’t go with us.”


“I was hoping you would leave her here with your Aunt Mary,”
Kyle admitted.


“Mary?  She hasn’t seen her since she was born,” Hallie
pointed out.


“It is better that way. No one will make the connection. No
one will expect you to be in Washington. I booked the rooms under TSD auspices,
different names of course.”  


“If they are actively searching for us, they will find us,”
Jake reminded.


Kyle nodded.


“I know. But, if you stay here, the risk of that happening
is even more likely,” Kyle reasoned.


Hallie furrowed her brow. Although it sounded as though Kyle
was trying to help them, he had already booked their flight, had already
reserved the room. He was assuming they would not refuse. In his mind, he had
planned this out before she had blown up at him, had set the plan in motion
before they had been threatened.


“Just a second, Kyle. You are saying that all this is ready
for us. How did you do that on such short notice?” Hallie asked.


Kyle squirmed.


“He had this planned since Wednesday, haven’t you Kyle?”


“Yes.”


“You can’t protect us. That is the truth. You knew they
would make a move on us. You put this assignment together to get us out of
danger.”


Kyle swallowed and nodded.


“I wanted to present it to you earlier but I had not spoken
to the Senator to confirm. You understand, right?”


“You are protecting your own backside. Yeah, I understand,”
Hallie chided.


“You don’t have to take the assignment. It is open for you,
it is perfect for you, but we can re-arrange some things here and get the local
police to assist us,” Kyle offered.


Macy sat on the chair, her feet dangling in the air. Hallie
watched Jake look down at her and smirk.


“We will take it,” he said.


Kyle looked relieved. He became animated.


“Great. I am glad you see things the same way I do…” Kyle
began.


“No, we don’t, Kyle,” Jake challenged. “I see things
completely different than you.”  Hallie saw a gleam in Jake’s eyes that she had
not seen since he had discovered Galbraith’s organization. 


Kyle’s back stiffened. That had hurt him. Hallie looked at
him curiously. 


“Fine. I will fill you in with more details in the dossier. I
have sent it to the location. You will have two days to do your pre-scouting
and your surveillance,” Kyle said. 


“Wait. We have to do our own surveillance?” Hallie asked.


Kyle sighed.


“The information will be in the dossier,” Kyle insisted.


Hallie went to Macy and picked her up. She squirmed.


“You get to see Auntie Mary,” Hallie said in a cheery voice.


Macy made a face and shrugged; her eyes were saucers.


“I don’t know Auntie Mary,” Macy said in a small voice.


“It’s ok, Macy. I didn’t know you until six days ago,” Kyle
said, tickling her.


Macy giggled.


Kyle came around the desk and handed Jake a folder and some
tickets.


“Play ball, guys,” Kyle said, a smile playing at his lips.











Chapter 11


Boys of Summer


Jake finished his chicken and waffle sandwich from Change Up
Chicken and looked out toward the first base line. The second game of the
double header was almost ready. The manager had withheld Todd from the first
game of the double header. Jake watched him in the bullpen along the left field
foul line as he joked and fraternized with the pitchers. The Orioles had lost
three runs to two, but Todd’s spirits seemed upbeat.


Jake adjusted his glasses and waited for Hallie to get back.
She had accompanied Senator Robert Swane to the concessions. Jake yawned,
stretched, and wadded up the paper wrapping from the sandwich and stuck it
under the seat next to his black bag. 


He nudged it, feeling the weight of his FN P90. It was field
stripped, but he could assemble it in under thirty seconds. Knowing it was
there were both a relief and a concern. If he needed to protect the senator’s
son, it would be invaluable. In a stadium full of people, he hoped he would not
need it.


Jake tried to relax. He was sure he had never felt the siren
call of America’s pastime. He found it boring. It was more interesting to watch
the spectators. Spectating the spectators was a game all in itself. He set his
mouth in a grim line and scanned the row of people just in front of him. Several
families struggled with children or sat reading programs.


Perhaps the most intriguing event during the first game was
the Presidential race between Washington, Jefferson, Roosevelt, and the newest
edition, William “Bill” Taft. Of course, Teddy didn’t win. The Orioles’ mascot
tripped him. Evidently it was a running gag. 


During the game he had noted the smells of beer and popcorn,
the noises of fans yelling player’s names, babies crying, and people talking. One
thing Jake found interesting about baseball was that from a spectator’s
standpoint, the molasses pace of the game gave the viewers in the stands more
opportunity to socialize.


His vantage point along the visitor’s side was a sharp angle
to the Orioles’ dugout. Unless a player stepped out onto the field, all Jake
could see was baseball caps bobbing and hunched shoulders. It occurred to Jake
then that the greatest danger to Todd’s well-being was when he was on the field.
He glanced over at the empty seats in right field and made a mental note to
watch that area carefully.


This sort of exercise was helpful to keep his mind off of
New York. At least temporarily. Soon, he lapsed back into self-pity and
self-loathing.


He had a daughter. A wife. A life that was dedicated to a
just and honorable cause. How could he have traded that in for the life of
hired murderer?  How could he ever look Hallie in the eye? 


They had shared a bed since his return. She was welcome and
compassionate. He was grateful, but ashamed. It was not that he could not
imagine himself attracted to Hallie, but rather he struggled with the idea that
he could be loved. When he thought of Macy—cheerful, energetic, and unabashedly
loving—he could not help feeling maybe he should stop feeling sorry for
himself.


Jake heard someone laughing behind him and he half turned. The
senator walked down the steps toward him, beaming. He held a slice of pizza in
one hand and a clear plastic cup of beer in the other. Hallie came behind him,
shaking her head and smiling as though they had been sharing a funny story.


“You have quite the partner here, Mr. Monday. I have to say,
I never imagined your outfit would hire a husband and wife.”


Jake smiled. It was a wonder to him as well. 


“We watch each other’s backs,” Hallie explained as the
Senator took his seat beside Jake.


The senator nodded.


“I can see how that would work,” he indicated the dugout
with his eyes. “My son going to play this game, you think?”


“I talked to the manager. He was holding him out of the
first game to give him some rest. He thinks it will help him get out of the
slump he is in,” Hallie explained.


The senator put the beer between his feet. The senator had
fierce eyes overshadowed by thick white eyebrows and a high forehead. His hair
was thick and white and combed to one side, his sideburns neatly trimmed. He
was wearing an Orioles jersey, but no number or name. 


“Well, I think a fella would find it hard to concentrate
knowing someone wants to put a bullet in your head because you went one for
four and committed an error verses the Yankees.”


“It is enough pressure to perform just from the expectations
of the team and the player himself. The added pressure of unrealistic
expectations of fans would certainly affect performance,” Hallie said.


She sipped a soda. Jake watched her. She looked so at ease
here. It was like she was born to be here. The waning light sparkled in her
hair and she glanced at him with a shy smile when she realized he was staring
at her. 


Jake wished suddenly that he had taken the opportunity to
make love to her when they were in New York. They had slept together, he had
held her in his arms, but he had hesitated to go any further. She had not repudiated
him, but she seemed to understand that he needed more time. Looking at her
smile and remembering all that he had put her through, Jake was overwhelmed
with regret that he had chosen to deny her the intimacy she probably craved. 


Heck, he craved it. Something about it had seemed wrong,
though. He failed to remember the reason now.


“I haven’t seen anyone suspicious yet,” Jake said, turning
his attention to the stands again. He allowed his eyes to roam the lower
sections. They had brought several other agents in to wander the upper vantage
points, and the empty skyboxes. The parking garages surrounding the stadium had
all been checked by local D.C. police. A surplus of Secret Service Agents from
the Uniformed Division with their bright white shirts served as a highly
visible reminder to anyone who intended to commit a crime. Perhaps the best
deterrent, though, was an anti-sniper team deployed in the construction site to
the west of the stadium in what would eventually be an eleven-story apartment
building.


Jake stifled a yawn. As far as he was concerned, they had
all the bases covered. He mentally patted himself on the back for his clever
turn of phrase.


“Don’t get too bored, handsome,” Hallie chided. “We are the
eyes and ears here, too. Our instincts could prove important.”  


“Don’t worry, Mr. Monday. I have trouble staying awake for
two games as well. Why, once, when Todd was at Miami University, he had three
games in two days because of a previous weather delay. I snored all through the
double header that second day. Todd hit two homeruns and had six runs batted in.
I missed them all.”  The senator finished his slice of pizza and wiped his
hands with a napkin. 


“Hmm. I guess I’m not a big baseball fan, I am afraid,” Jake
admitted.


The senator waved off the admission.


“Don’t worry, son. The game is losing its appeal. I
understand. I suppose I will sound old when I say that it ain’t what it used to
be.”


Hallie was nodding in agreement.


“The players have more physical gifts and are built stronger
and faster than before, perhaps, but the sheer love of the game and pool of
athletes that grow up wanting to be a Major League Baseball player has
dwindled,” she added.


“It is a shame. Replaced by soccer,” Senator Swane lamented.


Hallie shook her head and glared down toward the field. She
sighed.


“Nah. Video games. The decentralization of families. Too
many single parent families. Too many families where both parents work and
there is no time to encourage young boys to play.”


Jake could hear her concern for Macy in her voice. He knew
he should say something consoling, but he just picked up his binoculars and
scanned the park again. 


About an hour later the game finally started. Jake was
restless. His butt was numb. His back was sore. His neck felt like someone with
large hands had been gripping his spine. His mind wandered as Hallie and the
senator discussed baseball, raising children, and politics. Jake had nothing to
contribute on any of these subjects.


All he could think about was a silver locket. Or, a woman
lying dead at his feet on the grass. A knife flashing in the dim light of an
alley. A business executive falling from a tall building in Tokyo. A seventy
year old French parliament member drowning in his pool. 


He had killed these people. He had pulled the trigger,
slipped a knife between their ribs, pushed them from a precipice, or pulled
them under the water. There were more. In his years as an undercover assassin,
he had killed close to two dozen people. He knew this fact but could not
recollect their faces, the details, or even his horror at his brutality and
lack of humanity.


Jake gritted his teeth. He could not help being angry. He
was angry with himself, angry with the Service, and angry with Hallie. He
discovered that instead of feeling grateful that she had saved him, he resented
that she had allowed him to go in the first place. It was irrational, he knew,
but it existed, nonetheless.


It was the fourth inning. Todd had been to bat twice already.
He hit a pop fly to the shortstop and had gotten on in the third inning but was
left stranded. He was in the field now, pounding a fist into his mitt, spitting
sunflower seeds all over the well-manicured grass of right field. He leaned
forward, his eyes scanning the crowd. Jake wondered if he was looking for his
father or an angry fan. 


Then, Jake saw it.


Along the right field line at the edge of the cheap seats, a
big man in a Washington Nationals hat and a blue blazer walked briskly toward a
fan who had previously been holding a sign near the green wall that extended up
fifteen feet above the field. He was in the first row of seats. He had a gun. 


A murmur arose among the crowd as people nearby saw the
weapon. A panic began. The security official leaned forward and grabbed the man
by the arm, spinning him around. 


Hallie saw it, too. He saw her tense as she reached across
her body to extract her Sig .45. Jake reached across the senator’s lap and
touched Hallie’s elbow to stop her.


“Wait. Not yet. Nothing we can do from here, anyway,” Jake
said. He narrowed his eyes and watched the drama play out.


“What’s happening,” Senator Swane said as he sensed
something wrong as well. The smell of fear was in the air. 


Time slowed for Jake. 


The security guard struggled with the man for a second and
the gun dropped out of sight.  Jake could feel his senses awake. Alarms were going
off in his head. He tried to focus through the din. He tried to tear his eyes
away from the struggle. The entire stadium sat at attention or stood in
alarm—people pointing, women screaming, children wailing in confusion at the clamor.


Jake watched as a dozen officers, some Washington PD, some
Secret Service UD, converged on the gunman and the security guard. By this
time, the guard had the perpetrator turned over the wall, his hands cuffed
behind his back. 


Jake felt something behind him and glanced back to his right.
A man in an Orioles jersey was descending the stairs. He was bearded, but his
face looked hard, harsh. His eyes were ice, and his fists were clenched. Besides
Jake he was perhaps the only person in the stands not watching the drama play
out in the right field bleachers. Instead, he stared directly at Senator Swane.


What Jake saw there in his eyes was defiance. Anger. Hatred.
Jake knew that look. Jake understood then. The display in the outfield, the
death threats meant for Todd, they were all distractions. The real target was
Senator Robert Swane.


Instincts that he had forgotten he possessed kicked in
automatically.


With his left hand Jake pushed the Senator’s head down as he
rose and turned his body to block the man’s view. Someone behind him yelled a
curse.


“Sit down!”


Jake launched himself forward, lowering his shoulder, but
keeping his head up. Commissioner Goodell would have been proud. He hit the man
near his hip. Jake felt a sharp pain in his collarbone. Jake and the attacker
fell into a couple of empty infield club seats. Jake heard one of the plastic
seats buckle. He smashed his knee on a metal post as they tumbled into the
chairs. 


He heard the man grunt as they connected and then shriek
with anger and disappointment as they hit the chairs. Jake had his face buried
in the man’s gabardine slacks. Before Jake could register the oddity, he felt
the man twist beneath him. Jake knew he was reaching for a weapon.


Jake pushed back, putting his hand on the back of the seat
and standing up and leaning back.


The blade missed his face by inches. The man was quick. The
bright arc of the knife’s edge broke the air for a moment and then his attacker
burst forward, lunging with the knife in a desperate attempt to impale him. 


Jake turned a hasty pirouette and slapped the man’s extended
elbow with the outside of his palm. He heard the knife drop to the ground. Amateur.
Improper grip, overextension of his arm, telegraphing his aim. Nice knife,
though, Jake noted.


Jake stepped back, allowing the man to stand. He nursed his
elbow and stared at Jake with disbelief. 


“I know you,” he said, contempt and wonder mixed evenly.


Jake shrugged.


“Perhaps then I can convince you that it will be best for
you to just surrender and face your fate,” Jake offered.


The man shook his head.


“You can’t stop me,” he said. He pulled an ivory-handled
Colt Combat Elite chambered for the .45ACP from behind his back. 


So predictable, Jake thought.


“Stop right there!” Hallie shouted. Jake had almost
forgotten about her during the tussle.


He did not turn, though. He knew she would be standing
protectively over the Senator, a two-handed grip on her SIG-Sauer, her feet set,
and her aim true. He did not doubt it. It seemed his wife was a good agent. She
was doing her job and doing it right. By the book. Something told him that
maybe that was why they were together in the first place. He did not do
anything by the book. They complemented each other. 


In a fire fight, with hundreds of people’s lives at stake,
this thought comforted him. Odd to feel comfort when you are staring at a
crazy man five feet away, ready to put 230 grains of death in your skull,
Jake thought.


Jake stared at the man, his eyes narrowed and his feet
planted. His hands were like knives at his sides. He noted the man’s hands now.
The man wore tight-fitting, dark leather gloves. Assassin’s gloves. A flood of
memories came to Jake. He had not experienced anything like that in a long time.
Memories. 


It was then he knew what he was really facing. A real killer.
Not good with a knife, maybe, but that Colt in his hand had taken almost a
hundred lives.


“Jackson Minefee?”


Jackson smiled, his crooked and yellowed teeth showing. There
was no mirth there, only a cocky assuredness. He was ex-Special Forces. Tough. Getting
long in the tooth and sloppy, but he was determined and had just the right
amount of crazy and courage to be an adequate assassin.


“You remember me. That is good. I want to be the last thing
on your mind, Monday.” 


He raised the Colt in a fluid motion. The aim would be true.
Jake had one chance.


Jake allowed his feet to collapse from under him and he
dropped to the ground in a push-up position. He heard the report over his head
and felt the air above him move with the force of the bullet’s trajectory.


When he looked up, he saw the ragged hole in Jackson’s Orioles
jersey.  Jake could see a hole in the seat back two rows up. Jackson was
turning in the direction of the hit, his eyes registering pain and confusion. 


Jake panicked for a moment. He hoped that Jackson would not
pull a random shot into the crowd. Hallie’s shot had hit bone and muscle. It
was not a killing shot. 


Jackson’s face changed from fear to anger as Jake hopped
back up to standing, knowing that Hallie would not follow the shot out of
professional judgment. 


As Jackson brought the Colt back in line with his right
hand, Jake reached out and grabbed the bullet wound in Jackson’s other shoulder
and pushed, throwing him to the seats behind him. He sat, unceremoniously, and
struggled to bring his pistol under Jake’s ribs. Jake sat straddled across
Jackson’s lap. He chopped down with his left hand on Jackson’s thumb. Once,
twice, striking quickly and savagely. 


Jake watched the color drain from Jackson’s face as he drove
his thumb into the wound even farther. Jake grabbed the pistol and turned
Jackson’s wrist inward just as he pulled the trigger. He felt the gun buck
against his body, could feel the heat from the muzzle, could hear the metallic
clink of the spent cartridge as it hit the concrete. 


Jackson slumped in the chair, his eyes rolling back in his
head, blood coating his tongue and teeth as he smiled at Jake.


“Thank you for a quick death, Monday. I think I should take
you with me. We will both be in Hell, I think,” Jackson said. It was a gut shot.
Jackson was as good as dead, but he still had the gun. Jake kept his wrist
turned, so the pistol remained against the spreading pool of blood across
Jackson’s ragged Oriole’s jersey. He leaned back, removed his hand from
Jackson’s shoulder, and punched him in the temple with a sharp rap.


Jackson’s head jerked back and his eyes closed and his teeth
clacked. He was out. He would soon bleed to death.


“Get an ambulance!  He’s shot!” Jake yelled. He looked at
Jackson and whispered, “Meet you there later, maybe.”


He glanced over at Hallie, still in a shooter’s stance, a
worried expression on her face. He felt like she was judging him. The look on
her face was of disbelief at the act of violence he had just demonstrated.


He had not started it. He had certainly ended it. With Hallie’s
help, in fact. She was the one who had fired her weapon in the line of duty. He
had simply survived.


“What? I don’t want him to die. I’m no longer a killer,”
Jake said, bitterly. 


The look of sadness and compassion on Hallie’s face almost
brought him to tears.


“You never were, Jake. He was not here for the Senator. He
was here to kill you.”


“Oh.” 


It was then that he noticed all the cameras. This was a
heated rivalry and so MLB television and  MASN television crews and cameras
were everywhere. It wasn’t enough that thirty thousand people had just
witnessed an assassination attempt (two, actually). It would be replayed on
Sports Center, on MLB network, and on CNN for a week. His face, his identity,
his skills would be on display for all to see.


He looked over Hallie’s shoulder at Senator Swane. His face
was a mask of fear and disgust. His eyes revealed that he was shocked, but
defiant. He was still processing what had happened. Jake shook his head.


“No. Not me. The Senator is running for office. I remembered
Jackson, Hallie. He is a political specialist. He was hired by Galbraith in my
absence. He did not expect me to be here. Who would?”


Hallie looked at him doubtfully.


“I hope you are right, Jake. I can’t stand to lose you.”


He smiled sadly and allowed a medic to slip past him to tend
to Jackson. He was sure Jackson would not make it to the hospital. He had lost
too much blood. 


“I can see now why they let you two work together. That was
some display of teamwork,” the Senator said. He looked like he was a proud papa
and sick to his stomach at the same time.


“I’m just glad that I could offer you some protection
Senator.”


“No need to be melodramatic, Mr. Monday. Your actions are
appreciated. You have a friend in Congress if you need one. I owe you my life.”



His sincerity touched Jake. He took the hand the Senator
proffered. 


“If my hunch about what is coming next is correct, Senator,
I will need one.”


Hallie put a reassuring arm across his shoulders and
holstered her weapon. They watched as the two upper sections were cleared of
spectators by the security staff. 


A sergeant came by and interviewed Jake, Hallie and the
Senator. The game continued finally and the Orioles lost again. Jake left the
ballpark close to dark wishing that the game had been a rain-out.











Chapter 12


My Own Worst Enemy


Jake waited in the café across the street from Galbraith
Tower, sipping a caramel macchiato and nibbling on a Danish. He watched the
entrance to the tower for about an hour before he saw him. Gary pulled up in a
white Mercedes and got out. The driver was a woman Jake had never seen before. Curious.


Gary gathered a briefcase and began to climb the steps up to
the glass doors that led to the vaulted ceiling of Galbraith’s massive lobby
and first floor.


Jake left the newspaper on the table and made contact with
the waiter as he got up.


“I will be right back,” he explained.


He stepped out into the bright May morning. He was
practically assaulted by the noise outside. He realized yelling across the
street would be fruitless. Instead, he ran.


He caught Gary before he could grab the chrome handle.


“Gary,” Jake said.


Gary turned, his eyebrows furrowing. He was obviously in a
hurry.


When he saw Jake, his eyes widened and his frown deepened
for just a moment. Jake filed that away for later. He had an agenda here.


“Jake!  What are you doing here?”  Gary looked nervously
into the cavern that was the Galbraith lobby. 


“I am here to talk to you. I figured your apartment would be
bugged. My place has been shut down. I wanted to talk to you. Can you meet me
across the street in Milo’s café in three hours?”


“What? Across the street?”  He looked at Milo’s sign
dubiously over Jake’s shoulder. He shook his head. “Jake, I can’t be seen with
you. You have a price on your head. You are radioactive, man.”


He seemed to notice a hurt look on Jake’s face. He glanced
around and his shoulders dropped.


“Come on, Jake. Be reasonable. Surely you understand. I am
just a small fish here. I cannot be seen with a shark. It will…”


“I know Gary. I need information. I will make it worth your
time.”


Gary sighed.


“I will. But not across the street. That is just too close. I
will call Constance. She will pick you up in an hour at the corner over there. Get
in the back seat and when she picks me up at noon, be in the back laying down.”


Jake stared for a second. His lips narrowed.  He chewed the
inside of his gum with an incisor. 


“Just like that?”


Gary looked confused.


“Just like what?”


“I thought you were afraid of losing your job. I thought you
were afraid of being seen with me. Why change so quickly?”


Gary sighed again and looked down the stairs as a group of
coworkers made their way up the stairs. Some nodded. None seemed to notice Jake.
Jake continued to stare at Gary, his eyes boring holes into his wool suit. 


Gary worked his lower jaw back and forth and tilted his
head.


“Okay. I am curious, alright?  I always looked up to you. I
just want to know the truth. Tons of rumors are floating around. Ever since we
botched that assignment on New Year’s Day, the entire organization has been
acting oddly. I don’t know how you survived that operation. Then Lars and
Violet disappeared around the same time you were abducted.”


“Abducted?  That is how they are spinning it?”


“That is how they are explaining it, yeah. Jake, you are a
legend here. I am not sure that you ever understood that. When you left,
someone put a hit out on you. Others have been whispering that you were here
undercover.”


Jake stood, his hands in his pockets shaking his head.


“What happened to Lars and Violet?” Jake asked.


Gary looked around nervously.


“Look, it’s not a good idea to talk about them here. We are
too visible.”


Jake smirked.


“No cameras here. I made sure of that, Gary.”


“Yeah. I supposed that you did. Still, I would feel safer in
my car.”


Jake narrowed his eyes.


“When did you start driving around in a bullet-proof,
sound-proof car with a female model for a driver?”


It was Gary’s turn to smirk.


“I will explain that when we meet. See you in a couple of
hours.”  


Gary turned and opened the door to the lobby. Jake watched
him walk confidently to the elevators. Something about Gary seemed different,
he decided. Gary had always seemed like a nervous techie geek. Now, he seemed
to be an experienced operator. Gary extracted a phone from his side. 


Jake turned and headed back to the café. Gary was right. He
was exposed here.


∞


The car smelled new. So did the driver. She had dark hair
cropped short along her thin neck. Her jaw line was sharply defined and her
exposed collar bone and shoulders were elegant. 


Driving was beneath her. Evidently, so was conversation.


Her voice was abrupt but soft. Her answers were short. The
odor of her perfume lingered in the back seat. 


When he got in, he had noticed that she was armed with a
compact Beretta .40 caliber pistol strapped to her thigh over top of her tight
black slacks. A twenty gage Remington 870 youth model was in a gunlock between
the seats, pointing at the dashboard.


Jake surmised that she was as much a bodyguard as a driver. Nothing
fancy, just someone with nerves of titanium and quick reflexes. Jake figured
her for a professional with simple tastes. The shotgun was his big tip off. Most
amateurs would think that a twenty gage was underpowered. It packed as much
power as a forty-five caliber pistol with a wider swath of damage. The lower
gage would be easier to handle, the smaller pull of the youth model would be
better suited to her small frame. Yeah, professional. 


So, Gary wanted protection. Would Gary be concerned that he
would try to kill him?  Jake supposed that Gary could be that wary. Rather than
resent this distrust, Jake actually applauded it.


Jake spent the next hour riding around New York aimlessly
without explanation. Finally, he succumbed to the silence and decided to clear
his mind.


Since the incident in Washington, Kyle and Hallie felt it
best for them to lay low for a while. Initially, he had agreed. He, Hallie, and
Macy had spent a week in North Carolina soaking up the sun in a private cottage
near Myrtle Beach. Maybe “cottage” was too grubby of a word. It was a palace,
really, with tennis courts, private boardwalk, and housekeeping service. It was
all possible through Nancy Hawthorne Swane. The Hawthorne’s were old South
money:  tobacco, sugar cane, and cotton. The cottage was a gift from the family
for Jake and Hallie’s deeds.


He and Hallie had renewed their intimacy. Once he had
finally relented and allowed himself to succumb to his feelings for Hallie, it
was like a flood of memory. His counselor had suggested that familiar tactile
sensations would be the best way to regain his memories. This had been true,
but Jake had found that it went deeper than that. 


While the physical act of re-experiencing Hallie’s body was
certainly enjoyable, it was secondary to the awakening of his deep love and
concern for her. He understood that his reluctance to be tempted by other women
was more than a sense of duty. His memory of his commitment to his relationship
with his wife on a subconscious level drove him to remain faithful through love
and devotion that transcended the superficial ties of duty and marriage vows.


Experiencing the physical, spiritual, and emotional undertow
that came with sleeping with Hallie again allowed him to not only unlock his
past, it gave him the confidence to imagine a different future. 


The only catch with that future was that it was more
complicated than just he and Hallie. Macy was paramount to the picture as well.
Jake relished the opportunity during that week to draw closer to his daughter. He
realized quickly that she was her mother’s spitting image. She had Hallie’s
energy and self-assured charisma. She had her mother’s piercing green eyes and
luxurious chestnut hair. With a sparkle in her eyes and a mischievous grin,
Macy would skip along the boardwalk flying  a small kite or blowing bubbles on
the back porch of the cottage. She would giggle as she tried to hit a tennis
ball or stare up at the stars at night and laugh at Jake’s interpretations of
the constellations.


 Macy drew the delight of strangers as they dined, or
shopped. Hallie and Jake were complimented so many times during their stay that
it was impossible to erase the smile from their faces. But, Jake knew the week
would end and they would be faced with deciding their fate and future as a
family. Jake was resolute that they should concentrate on being a family.


This was a big decision for Jake. He had committed to serve
his country, to protect its currency and its leaders. Hallie had made the same
commitment. Yet, as they bonded again, it eroded that pledge. Jake wondered at how
they could possibly have decided to start a family when both he and Hallie had
such dangerous positions.


Hallie had reminded him that it was perhaps her fault. She
admitted that it had possibly been her subconscious need to sabotage their
careers that had led to her getting pregnant. She cried as she explained that
her greatest fear was losing him or Macy. He had held her and they had made
love again on thick white cotton sheets in the twilight to the sounds of the
beach crashing against the shore and the sharp calls of seagulls and herrings.


North Carolina had been a great retreat for them as a family
but as their time ended there, Jake was galvanized to change their lives. Hallie
had agreed to see her sister in Colorado and take Macy with her. With two
cousins her age, the distraction would be welcome. The added benefit would be
to remove them from the inevitable fallout from Jake’s plans.


They had packed and left two days ago. The parting had been
bittersweet. Hallie had hugged him for a full minute before taking the cab to
the airport. Jake consoled her. He knew what he was doing and he was positive
that the only way for them to have a normal life was to remove the threat first
and deal with the mess that was his past.


He was here to deal with it now. Gary was the key. He was
Jake’s entry into the world that was determined to crush him. Gary probably was
not even aware of it. 


Jake heard a buzzing in the front seat. Constance looked
down and then half turned to look at him with cold eyes of ice.


“Get down. We will be arriving in ten minutes. You cannot be
seen,” she said in short, clipped syllables. She seemed to be familiar with
giving orders. 


 Military? Jake wondered.


Jake did not bother to reply. He simply slipped off the seat
into the floor. His tall frame was uncomfortably wedged between the seats, his
knees raised, his arms crossed over his chest. He felt the familiar bulge of
his knife at his back.


Constance drove with more urgency then. It was strange to
feel the movement of the vehicle from his position on the floor, looking up at
the sky through the tinted windows. He felt silly.


The car stopped suddenly, Jake’s body slammed against the
seat. He gritted his teeth.


The door opened and shut. The car lurched forward, turned a
corner and then slowed.


“Jake?”


He put an elbow on the seat and lifted himself up.


“Yeah. Is it alright to come out now?” he asked. 


“Don’t be testy. It is necessary,” Gary explained. He turned
in his seat.


Jake leaned forward.


“I just want some answers. I am not playing spy here, Gary.”


“Lars and Violet are rogue, Jake.”  Gary looked serious
enough.


“Rogue rogues?  Does that make them the good guys?” Jake
joked.


“There are no good guys, Jake.”


“Don’t be so pessimistic. So where are Lars and Violet now?”


“Officially, or in reality?”


“Whichever gets me to them.”


“You can’t possibly mean…”


“I just want answers, Gary. Lars can provide them. Violet
may be a problem, but I will deal with her.”


“You were right about Lars, you know?”


“About Darius?”


“No. His son. He is the connection at Darius. But he does
not just work there. He has several identities. He is listed as an executive at
several different corporations. We have a list. The connection is not a
coincidence.”


“Coincidence does not exist, Gary. Only design. So what is
the angle to Lars?  How does this lead me to him?”


“Where ever Lars has disappeared, he has money paving the
way.”


“Tell me something I don’t already know, Gary. You are
hiding something from me. I thought we were friends.”


Gary glanced at Constance. He licked his lips and his eyes
darted.


“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but, I believe that Lars
works for the US Government.”


“Okay. Continue,” Jake ordered.


Gary pushed his glasses back up on his face.


“Galbraith knows it and has allowed it. I think it is the
secret to how they have managed to remain intact so long. They are cooperating
with the US government at the highest levels. Some of these operations we
managed were merely black operations performed by a civilian firm.”


“It wouldn’t be the first time our government hired
mercenaries. What does this have to do with me?”


Gary stared him in the eyes. 


“I don’t want to sound like I am accusing you, Jake, but I
could ask this question of you.”


Jake was not worried that Gary knew he was Secret Service. It
was inevitable that he would know at some point.


“Okay. Ask.”


“Why would the US government hire Galbraith to handle the
assassination of the president?” Gary asked.


Jake furrowed his brows and tensed his muscles. Alarms were
going off in his head and he couldn’t tell why. Constance remained still, her
driving was steady. Outside, they were slowly driving over the Manhattan Bridge.
They were surrounded by slow-moving traffic. He saw no immediate threats.


“Galbraith has hundreds of clients. What would make you
think that someone in the government would authorize such a thing?” Jake
countered.


“The order came from Lars. Deputy Director Smith agreed to
write up the documents. It was why she was killed. Lars and Violet ran after
the debacle in Atlanta.”


“So. Where can I find Lars?”


“At Peterson Air Force Base in Colorado.”


“Colorado Springs?”


“Yeah. Why?”


“Stop the car.”


Jake flew from JFK aboard United Airlines Flight 5712 within
two hours. He did not believe in coincidences. Only design.











Chapter 13


Rock and a Hard Place


Hallie met him at the Denver airport. Her face was grim with
worry.


“Hi, hon,” he said with mock enthusiasm. “I’m alive.”


She shook her head and handed him a DOD identification tag.


“Not if you keep this up.” 


It was after dinner in his time zone and he heard his
stomach rumble. They strolled together out into the well-lit concourse. It
looked and felt more like a mall than a modern airport. The smells of food
wafted throughout the airport, making him even hungrier.


“So, what’s the scoop?” Jake asked.


 “Gary’s intelligence is a week old. Lars checked in at a 21st
Medical Division unit with Violet in tow at Peterson last week. Evidently, she
needed some more work on her leg.” Hallie smirked. “Lars must know a physical
therapy doctor there.” 


“Actually, I think Violet does. I think her father is an Air
Force E-8 or something. I heard her talk one time about her father being a
career officer and a doctor.”


“Nice to know you two were close,” Hallie teased.


“It wasn’t like that,” Jake said, defensive.


Hallie took his hand and looked up at him, her eyes bright
and her smile wide.


“I’m teasing you, ya big dope.”  


They took Hallie’s Suburban and soon were travelling down
Interstate 25 to Colorado Springs. It was a short drive, but in the hour and
half they were able to discuss their options. 


“Macy can only stay with Sarah for so long, Jake. She still
wakes up with nightmares.”


Jake frowned and nodded.


“The shooting?  Her momma, the killer?”  He drove, avoiding
her eyes. He could tease as well.


“Stop it. You know I feel bad about that. I had never fired
my weapon before.”


He shrugged.


“Now you have done it on two occasions.”


“I was protecting you.”


“I know,” he explained. “It was sexy.”


“Stop it, Jake. This is serious. We have to talk about what
we are going to do.”


“How about we stop shooting people in front of thousands of
folks?  Or, at least not in front of our daughter.”


She punched him. The vehicle swerved a little. He laughed
out loud.


“Why don’t I just beat you up in public?  Maybe someone will
even pay us to see that one,” she joked.


“We should call the people at UFC. Maybe we should also get
a manager to set up all the contracts.”


“I’d beat your butt.”


“I’d let you,” he said. He turned and winked at her.


“You are getting too big for your own pants, mister,” she said
with a smile.


They drove along in silence for a while, the smells of the
Quizno’s sandwiches they had picked up in the airport still wafting up from the
back seat.


“I have to admit that I am a little nervous about Lars,”
Jake admitted.


“Lars? Because of his connections?”


“No,” he said. He hesitated. He squeezed the steering wheel.
“It is just that when I got my memory back, I realized that I was being
manipulated by Lars. He and Violet were drugging me.”


“I will kill that witch,” Hallie said through clenched
teeth.


Jake smiled despite himself.


“I don’t know who they really work for. Not Sinegem. Not
Galbraith. I would guess the Russians, but I don’t know how that could be
possible.”


“Peterson Air Force Base to Denver?  Maybe they work for the
FBI. Does the CIA have a base here we don’t know about under some other service
designation?”


“The answer to that is below my pay grade,” Jake quipped.


“Maybe Kyle would know,” Hallie offered.


“We can’t trust Kyle.”


“What do you mean?”


“He knew about the attempt on Senator Swane’s life before it
was executed. The business about protecting Todd was a front. The man who had
the gun in right field?”


“Yeah?”


“I knew him.”


“An assassin?”


“No. He was a bartender from Baltimore. I knew him from my
childhood. If I had still been drugged, I would not have recognized him.”


“He was so far away, how could you be sure?”


“I’m an assassin, remember?”


“So why him?”


“I don’t know. Maybe it was just a coincidence.”


“You don’t believe in consequences.”


He smirked.


“You’re right.”


∞


Jake and Hallie interviewed Chief Master Sergeant Mark
Draper. He knew Lars. He was helpful, but guarded. Draper was reluctant to say
where in Denver Lars was staying, but had revealed enough to confirm their
suspicions. Evidently, Draper and Lars had been close when they were younger.


The real breakthrough had been when they had visited Dr.
Mirudsen. They had mentioned Violet and he had invited them in for coffee. He
was extremely helpful. He said Violet had come to him at the 21st
Medical Group clinic and asked for a new treatment for head injuries. He had
noted that she was limping and had given her a prescription for the pain and
some Neurontin for recovery of nerve damage.


When they asked how she had received the wounds, he
explained that his daughter had claimed to be hunting for mule deer in the
mountains and had fallen. When they reminded him that it was summer, he
furrowed his brow and seemed confused. Hunting season was several months away.


Now they were heading back to Denver with the sun setting to
their left over the mountains. Hallie was quiet.


“I know what you want to do. I don’t like it but I won’t
stop you,” she said suddenly.


He looked at her, the waning sun glowing orange in her hair.


“I said before that we should stop shooting people. I meant
it.”


Hallie swallowed.


“Just promise me you won’t allow someone to shoot you,” her
voice choking.


“Hallie, we have been committed to throwing our lives away
for the leaders of our country and for each other. For the past two years I
have been taking lives. Sometimes life takes its opportunities to balance
things out. This side of the ledger needs some life-saving, I think.”


“It doesn’t have to be you,” Hallie offered.


“If not me, then who?”


She didn’t answer.


They drove in silence, a misty rain falling on the
windshield and hood of their rental as they neared south Denver. Hallie handed
him a burner phone.


“I don’t want you without communication,” she explained. “Do
you want to see Macy before you leave?”


“Sure,” he said. He was not in the mood to argue. He missed
her. 


Jake looked over at Hallie. A wet line of tears fell down
her cheeks. He leaned over and brushed them away. She looked at him with pained
eyes.


“I want you to promise me.”


“I promise.”


Four hours later, Jake pulled into the parking lot of a
large office complex near a small metro airport. The buildings here were
certainly government. They all were similarly styled. The only thing absent
were the security gates and check points. Most of these buildings served
low-key government business. The conspiracy theorists had been trumpeting the
CIA’s move from Langley to beside the Denver airport for months. It seemed the
agency had offices nearby already, but not for the same reasons that the conspiracists
believed. 


Kyle was reluctant, but had provided a cell phone
triangulation for Violet. According to Evers, the NSA had no information that
either Lars or Violet worked for any government agency. Yet, here they were. The
buildings had no signs. Just addresses. He was positive they were here.


Jake sat in the rental car listening to it click and the
private jets taking off and landing south of him. Only one light was on in the
building. He looked around at the other buildings. Except for outside lights at
doorways and parking lots, they were all dark. He waited for ten minutes,
watching for security personnel. No one showed up. He got out of the car and
walked across the parking lot. He was fully aware that he was completely
unarmed.


As he walked, he considered his plan again. The connection
that Jake and Hallie had deciphered between Lars and Chief Master Sergeant
Draper was Langley. Draper had spent his time at Langley AFB attaining his NCO
Leadership Training in 1988. It figured that Lars was CIA trained less than
three hours away in Langley (now McLean), Virginia. Another possible link was
NASA, but Hallie had insisted that Jake was working overtime on his conspiracy
theories as it was.


The connection was important because it explained nothing. Jake
did not consider himself a detective in the true sense of the word. However,
Draper seemed to have no agenda and had no idea who Jake was. Lars did not
expect to be followed, because he had not even tried to cover up his movements.



The mist of rain fell, dampening his shirt. In his hurry to
get here he had not packed a jacket. He had not packed anything. He felt naked.
Exposed. Determined. Pissed.


A dim light shone in the lobby. He was sure the door would
be locked and cameras would give away his presence. Alarms would sound. Security
would come. He was not prepared to take a life today. Not prepared and not
willing. He had other plans. Pain, mostly.


Jake crouched down in the wet mulch under the American flag.
The lights around the pole pointed up, illuminating Ole’ Glory. He put a knee
to the wet ground and bowed his head, allowing the water to drip down his hair.
His shirt soaked through and the drizzle made a light hissing sound and the
flag snapped in the breeze.


He sat like that for twenty minutes, breathing slowly and
steadily in the shadows near the flag he had sworn to protect. He allowed
himself to transition his anger and his fear into action. 


He heard them coming before he saw them. They were locking
up the building from a side door east of the main lobby, closer to him. Their
SUV was parked near the front of the building, just a dozen yards from his
hiding spot behind the flag. The lights would continue to hide him until they
turned on the SUV’s headlights.


He waited.


As Lars helped Violet into the front passenger seat, giving
a chivalrous assistance to his injured partner, Jake scampered across the
sidewalk and slammed the door on Violet’s good foot. She screamed and Lars
turned to face him.


“Jake! What--”


Jake brought his palm up under his nose, smashing his face
back and then followed with a Bando-type fist to his sternum. Jake concentrated
on using his abdomen, hips, and legs to put as much power in that punch as
possible.


Lars fell heavily to the pavement, his head leaving a red
trail in the shallow puddles of water. Jake could hear his teeth snap together.



The door of the black SUV slammed open, catching Jake’s
right calf and ripping his pants leg. He kicked forward, pivoted and then
leaned over and brought the heel of his foot back forcefully, connecting with
Violet’s abdomen. He heard her expel air and grunt. 


Jake returned his knee back to his stomach and kicked
directly out to the side, smashing Violet against the door frame. Her head
snapped backwards as her back hit the seat and she fell backwards into the
vehicle.


His calf muscle was screaming. He was sure he had torn
something there, but his adrenaline was pumping. He put his foot down gingerly
and followed her into the vehicle.


“Stay here!  I have no problem with you,” Jake growled.


She nodded, her head bobbing weakly.


Jake shut the door and walked over to Lars. He still lay on
the pavement, groaning. The head wound was superficial, but Jake suspected he
had fractured his skull and Lars would have a headache and be puking for days. 


Welcome to the NFL, Lars, Jake thought.


Despite knowing that Lars probably was suffering from a
concussion, Jake grabbed his jacket and lifted him from the ground. Lars was
heavy, old muscle and layers of middle-aged fat accumulation. Jake brought his
face right up to his nose.


“Leave my family ALONE!”


Lars groaned. Jake could hear Violet moving in the vehicle
behind him. He only had moments before she pulled her pistol on him. He did not
trust her.


“Who do you work for and why did you brainwash me?” Jake
yelled.


His eyes rolled back in his head and a trickle of blood
escaped from the side of his mouth.


“Azadja,” he whispered.


“A dragon?  Why am I the dragon?  What does that have to do
with anything?”


His eyes focused for a second on Jake. A moment of lucidity
flashed there as his pupils began to dilate.


“You are a toy to be tossed away. A dragon to be raised only
to be pierced and sacrificed,” Lars explained with a look of disdain, pity, and
awe upon his face. He looked tortured.


“Why?”


“Perfect test subject. No one else survives. The director
killed herself,” he croaked.


Lars began to cry, huge sobs wracking his body. He
blubbered, bloody snot running down his unshaven cheeks, rivulets of rain
mixing with his tears.


Jake looked up into the florescent lights of parking lot and
shook his head. He sighed and gently lowered Lars to the ground. He turned away.
When he glanced back, Lars had rolled onto his side in a fetal position.


Jake turned and met Violet’s stare. Her eyes were wide and
she seemed to be breathing irregularly.


“Will you be alright?” Jake asked loudly.


She nodded.


“You broke a rib,” was her muffled reply.


“Sorry about that. Will the Farm pay for that?”


Violet looked at him curiously, her brow furrowed in
irritation and pain.


“You mean Langley?”


“I see,” Jake said. So he was right. It was not as satisfying
as he hoped it would be. 


Jake derived no pleasure from beating Lars and Violet. He
was disappointed, in fact. No cathartic experience from revenge and no real
answers. The only answer he had been given was that he was a target. No news
there.











Chapter 14


Only Skin Deep


Clarence was not fond of heights. His ears popped in the
elevator. This made him sweat just a bit. He did not like to sweat, either. 


He arrived on the sixty-fifth floor uncomfortable and
irritable. He was here to cement their largest partnership to date, to bring
together men who shared an uneasy alliance already. Some of the nervous energy
was exacerbating his peeves. He pulled at the sleeves of his shirt and adjusted
the suit jacket across his back. 


He took a deep breath and walked briskly down a narrow hall
toward a door made of dark oak. A black sign with white stenciled lettering
claimed that this room was the “LAB C.” He entered without knocking.


The first room was completely white and mercifully devoid of
windows. The bright lights from the compact florescent T5 halide lamps shone on
the white surface of the lab tables and the white plastic, metal-framed seating.
The effect was almost blinding, but the benefit for proper rendition of colors
was spectacular. Samples of blood in a centrifuge along the far wall were a
remarkable dark red. A bulletin on the door to the next room was a bright pink.
Clarence blinked repeatedly and sighed. The only real benefit to labs was that
for the most part, they were clean. Clarence liked clean.


Clarence put his finger on the security panel and allowed it
to be scanned. He peeked into the room beyond and Dr. Chan Ma waved mirthlessly
to him, his face set grimly over a report. The door opened with a mechanical
whoosh.


“Dr. Ma, good to see you,” Clarence offered.


Dr. Ma nodded and went back to his report. Clarence
continued to the next room. Dr. Ma was an emerging energy engineer—a genius,
really. Originally, he was a petroleum engineer who had foreseen the decline in
fossil fuels as reliable energy source going forward. His specialty was fuels
that could be engineered in the lab in infinite quantities and delivered from
secure facilities. His research and his safety were a security concern for
Sinegem. 


Between Dr. Ma’s breakthroughs, the general dissatisfaction
with world governments, the rise of global poverty, and the scarceness of
existing fuel reserves, clean water, and food sources, the Global Coalition of
Governments was poised to reap the benefits of their years of planning and
their exorbitant spending. The governments of the world were not prepared for
the storm that was going to hit the globe in less than six months. The crop for
global anarchy was ripe. He and his compatriots were prepared to pick the fruit
of the chaos that would ensue.


Clarence did not believe in utopian societies or
world-ending dystopian futures. He did not believe in God. He believed in
power, pure and simple. 


He glanced to his left as he walked down the narrow,
window-lined hallway. Several engineers and scientists worked over petri dishes
and studied computer readouts. This was Sinegem’s virus engineering department,
or as the sign above the four-inch thick plexiglass security door designated
it:  Environmental Lab C. No caution signs were necessary. Everyone here understood
the risks involved when entering. Clarence smiled at a young female lab worker
who followed his travels down the tunnel of death. She looked nervous. Or
unhappy. Not unexpected. She had likely been pulled from an internship at a
Tokyo university, given a fellowship, and a large stipend, and shipped off to
New York to work and live within Galbraith Tower for one year.


Clarence knew that the uneasy marriage between Galbraith and
Sinegem was unraveling. That was why he was here and why he was sweating. He
set his mouth in grim determination, sighed through his nose and entered the
final room of the wing.


His first sensation upon opening the solid metal door was
vertigo. He felt as though he had just stepped out onto the wing of jet plane
in flight. The buildings of Manhattan and Brooklyn soared to the north and east.
The floor-to-ceiling bank of windows formed an invisible “L” to his left. He
stepped to his right and swallowed, his eyes scanning the long table set before
him. Three people sat across from him.


Zeke Galbraith sat at the head of the table. It was his. The
view was his and he owned it, or most of it. He was eighty, but appeared much
younger. He could pass for Scott Glenn. His hair was white and cut simply; his
black on black suit was a style suitable to much younger men. His eyes were
bright and his hands formed a tent over his chest.


“Welcome, Clarence. We are excited to get this meeting
started. We only have one other arrival from our psy-ops department.”


Clarence took a seat. He poured himself a glass of water
from a canter at the center of the table. He smiled at Lin-Xia Chen, the CEO of
Sinegem. Clarence wondered at the choice of this meeting room, accessed only
through the tunnel of death behind him. Did Zeke mean to intimidate or was
there another design here?


Lin-Xia nodded back in deference. Clarence had grown
accustomed to the position he had attained through his allegiance with his
mysterious boss. Ironically, his former employer, Eilif, sat directly across
from him. Clarence had detected no resentment. Jealousy and envy were below men
such as Eilif and his power comrades.


The door behind him opened with an audible click. Clarence
did not turn. He knew who the final member of the meeting would be.


He sat next to Clarence without preamble. Clarence could
feel his nervousness. He could sympathize. Three of the most powerful men in
the world sat at the table. Clarence was the least intimidating person here and
he represented the one who held these three in the palm of his hand.


Mr. Galbraith cleared his throat and cocked his head to the
side, taking in everyone at the table.


“Now that we are all here, I propose we get started. Clarence,
would you be kind enough to distribute the information?”


Clarence extracted his smart phone from the breast pocket of
his white blazer. He navigated to a menu and clicked a button. The glass table
lit up and an image of the globe appeared in stunning color. Amid the
continents, yellow and blue lights blinked and on the oceans red beacons
pulsed.


“The yellow lights represent the positions of armies, the
blue lights are military air fields and missile installations,” Clarence
explained.


“And the red lights are naval positions?” Xia-Lin asked.


“Exactly so.” Clarence allowed them to take in the
information for a few seconds. He watched their eyes darting from country to
country.


“What is the total strength?” Eilif asked.


“That is the wrong question, I am afraid,” Zeke corrected. Eilif
glanced his way, but did not seem perturbed.


“The better question would be: what is our market share of
the total global military strength?” Clarence offered.


The table was silent. He watched as they continued to stare
at the blinking lights.


“With the assurances of our friends in Russia, Mexico, and
the Middle East, our market share is sixty percent,” he finished. Zeke
Galbraith raised his eyebrows.


“Show us the pharmaceutical and medical numbers, please,” he
said, licking his lips.


Clarence clicked another button and a flow chart and pie
graph glowed on the table top.


“As you can see, our consortium owns or manages the
distribution of ninety percent of the world’s medicines and medical devices,”
Clarence said. Everyone at the table nodded, knowing now where this was all
going.


“And the corruption penetration at the CDC, the WHO, and Red
Cross will cripple the response to any global emergencies,” Lin-Xia
interjected.


“How about emerging and existing energy?” Eilif asked. 


Clarence clicked another button.


“As many of you already know, the members of the newly
formed Global Coalition of Governments controls eighty percent of the existing
fossil fuel supplies world-wide. We hold the key to every producer of nuclear
energy, wind energy, natural gas, and chemically engineered fuels. Our R&D
departments for emerging energy sources remain at the forefront of some of the
most exciting discoveries in over twenty years. We only lack access to solar
energy, but we control the manufacture of its components and its distribution
channels. We own the grid across the globe, gentlemen.”


Clarence could feel Gary shift uncomfortably beside him.


“And our access to weapons and ordinance?” Zeke asked. Clarence
knew that Mr. Galbraith was well versed on the coalition’s holdings. This was a
well-scripted show of force. It was necessary to force an uneasy alliance.


“With our newest commitment from Granville Arms,” Clarence
began, displaying a new graph upon the table, “we have solidified an unlimited
supply of small arms as well as a new weapon designed to be used in the third
stage of our plan.”


He glanced at Lin-Xia, expecting an outburst. He was not
disappointed.


“Granville Arms?  They are not capable of producing anything
but the most rudimentary hunting rifles,” Lin-Xia complained.


“We offered the same contract to Chen-Ru arms and Ruger. We
were rebuffed by FN, and several other European companies. Granville is capable
and are a member organization of the coalition.”


Lin-Xia shook his head, but did not comment further. Clarence
watched him closely. He understood all too well that this was the only real
sticking point in the negotiations. 


“Can we agree that with the assistance of well over half of
the heavy defense suppliers, we now will control not only the commands of sixty
percent of the world’s military force, but their supplies, new technologies,
and ordinance?”  He saw nothing but nods as they soaked up the information.


“Then that leaves only one more item, then?” Eilif asked. Again,
this was carefully orchestrated because this was Eilif’s brain child and the
core of their success. Without removing the underpinnings of the world’s
governments quickly, their plans would be much more difficult to implement and
more grave and substantial measures need be employed.


“Yes. The removal of the existing commands by agents who can
be traced back to the existing government hierarchies, thereby signifying deep
corruption and dissention, is paramount to our plan to implement the ascension
of the Global Coalition of Governments,” Clarence explained.


“You mean to say that we will eliminate the current world
leaders using agents who are loyal to the existing governments in order to
create controversy?” Galbraith asked.


“Yes. Just.”


“Being an expert on the matter, I would say that this would
be an impossible task. Surely, we have a backup plan?”


“As you are aware, I have asked a member of your technical
and psychological research team to join us today at great security risk.”


He noted their agreement.


“I introduce to you, then, Dr. Gary Forsythe of the
Galbraith Alliance. Or, more accurately, I must say, of Sinegem,” Clarence
said, beaming a false smile.


“Thank you, Mr., uh. Doctor…uh”


Clarence smiled again, smugly.


“Just Clarence will do, Dr. Forsythe.”


“Oh, yes. Thank you.”  Gary appeared to want to stand, or to
pace. He did not seem to know what to do.


“Proceed.”


“Yes. Well, as our data will show, we only need seventy
hand-picked operators to achieve mass penetration and cause global
pandemonium.”


“We have seen the studies. I developed them myself,” Zeke
said impatiently.


“Yes. My studies have been in the area of psychological manipulation,”
Gary continued. His voice cracked.


“Mind control?  Hogwash,” Lin-Xia interjected.


Clarence glanced at Eilif across the table. He was grinning,
his hand discreetly covering his mirth.


“Continue, Dr. Forsythe. What have your studies produced?”
Clarence encouraged.


Gary licked his lips and nervously glanced around the room.


“They show that with the right subjects, we can wipe
memories, write new low-level instructions to the consciousness, and increase
the mental acuity in terms of combat, strategy, and information processing. Simply
put, with the proper raw materials paired with psychological and pharmaceutical
influences, we can create the perfect assassin,” Gary explained.


“And how many subjects have you personally managed in this
experiment, Dr. Forsythe?” Zeke asked.


“Three.”


“Only three?  How do we know this will work on a large
scale, then?  What proof do we have?”


Gary looked at Clarence for permission. He nodded and closed
his eyes, knowing that Eilif was enjoying this show.


Gary turned back to his audience and for the first time
since he had entered the room, seemed confident.


“We initially trained two subjects to indoctrinate one other.
Through a series of codes, implants, drugs, and—for lack of a better
term—brainwashing, we were able to duplicate our efforts by training assassins
who could in turn recruit, indoctrinate, and then manipulate others.”  Clarence
could tell that Gary could barely contain a self-congratulating grin.


Zeke shook his head.


“This cannot be possible. You can actually replicate this, a
sort of self-perpetuating recruitment and indoctrination?”


“Yes. To three levels down,” Gary confirmed. Now the smile
did come out.


“May I ask where you performed this test?” Eilif prompted,
already knowing the answer.


“Yes you may,” Gary answered. He turned to face Zeke
Galbraith. “The agents we initially recruited were Deputy Director Smith and
Director Lars Anasenko. They, in turn, recruited two others each with varying
results. And, then four more were recruited from that line.”


“Right under my nose you did this?” Mr. Galbraith asked. He
was remarkably calm.


“Yes sir.”


To the amazement of the rest, Lin-Xia spoke up.


“I understand that this program is not entirely a success. There
is one element of this grand experiment that has gone rogue. Our plan may now
be exposed.”


Gary looked pale. He did not expect this, Clarence
thought. How embarrassing for the young doctor. Clarence contained a
smug smile. Dominoes were about to fall and he was delighted.


“You speak of Mr. Monday, I presume?” Eilif asked. 


“No. I speak of your daughter,” Lin-Xia said, smiling.
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