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Chapter
1





Dancing in the Dark

He held the cigar in his hand delicately, rolling it with
his fingertips, feeling the moist tobacco leaves sticking to the pads of his
fingers. He stared at the man across from him. The man was a weasel: a
well-heeled, Southern blue-blood, third generation politician. 

“I am sure you understand that I cannot allow you to demand
this of me,” the blue-blood was saying, not looking him in the eye. The
“gentleman” was toying with the pathetic little salad on the plate before him. 

He said nothing back. He merely allowed the gentle clatter
of white-haired ladies in summer dresses and men in colorful blazers to
continue in the background as they cut their measly portions of steak or
lobster into bite-size pieces. The polite buzz of hushed conversation was
interrupted only by the occasional peal of laughter, or the guffaw of some
gentleman as he brought a cloth napkin to his mouth to hide his mirth. 

He sighed. He knew Senator Matthew Charles Rodman, the
fourth of his name and Speaker of the House, would eventually crack. They all
did. The Speaker would see it his way. 

He arched his eyebrows. 

“Let me ask you a question, Mr. Speaker.” 

He leaned forward, his eyes roaming the audience. Probably
scared of a reporter. 

“Yes. Please do,” he said. 

These southern gentlemen were all the same—all politeness. Even
when they were stabbing you in the back. 

“Do you think that I jest?”

Rodman frowned, his brows furrowing. 

“Why no,” Rodman sputtered. “I just. I think that it is
highly unusual that you would meet me here in South Carolina on the auspices of
discussing a new agreement to build oil rigs off the coast and then accost me
with some conspiracy to overthrow our government,” Rodman said, his voice a
harsh whisper. 

He smiled and stared at his cigar. 

“Would you have come otherwise?” he asked. 

“Of course not. If not for the credentials of your
corporations, I would not have agreed to meet you at all since you would not even
divulge your name,” Rodman countered. 

“Names carry such power, don’t they,” he mused, still
staring at the swirl on the label of the cigar he held. 

As he put it in his mouth and nibbled at the end, he drew
Speaker Matthew Rodman’s eyes to his own. 

“You already know who I truly am, do you not?”

Rodman looked nervous. He would not repeat the monikers he
had been given:  The Mystery Man, or The Man Behind the Curtain. 

“Yes, of course. Your reputation precedes you, sir.” 

He smirked, his large cheeks turning up to the right. 

“Yes. I suppose it does. Why do you think that is, Mr. Speaker?”

He watched as the Speaker of the House searched for the
right answer. His lip twitched and his eyes darted around the room as he
thought out the puzzle. He seemed almost desperate to get the answer correct. 

“Power. Money. Reputation,” Rodman answered.

“All these are true, yes. But, there is more. Something you
miss that is the most important part,” he said, leaning forward. 

“Yes, what is that?” Rodman asked. The Speaker’s demeanor
demonstrated his boredom with this game. The man known as the Mystery Man was
determined to wake Rodman up. 

“I will tell you a story. It will help you to understand. You
see, there once lived a man who loved his wife very much. Although they were
very poor, he swore that he would give her the best the world could offer. He
worked hard every day, but after ten years of worshipping the ground upon which
she walked, the man could not even provide for her. They lost their house, they
had no food, and soon they were begging on the streets. Do you know this
story?” he asked, leaning back in his chair. 

“I have heard similar ones, of course, but not this one. Go
on,” Rodman requested. He seemed interested now.

“You are so kind, thank you. Well, one day while this
husband and wife were on the streets begging for scraps of food and money to
sustain themselves, a rich man walked by. Even under her grubby clothes, lack
of nutrition and infrequent washings, the wife was a regal beauty. Everyone
said so and they were sad that her husband could not support her. This rich man
took one glimpse of her and offered her his home, his food, and his bed.” He
paused for effect. “Do you know what the wife said?”

“I suppose she went to live with him, eat his food, and
satisfy his desires. That would be a proper ending, I would think.” 

He shook his head. 

“No. You miss the point, my friend. Maybe I did not make it
clear. These two, the husband and the wife, they loved each other and love has
a funny way of skewing things, don’t you think?”

The senator raised his head. 

“Of course. Yes, indeed. Love can be quite powerful.” 

“Well, they had a special kind of love. When the rich man
made his offer, he expected the same thing you did. She would go with him. She
was homeless. She had lice and sores on her arms. Yet, a light shone in her
beautiful eyes and her indomitable spirit buoyed her.” He lifted his chin to
demonstrate his story. “She looked him straight in the eyes and said with
dignity and defiance, ‘I will not come with you because I truly believe in my
husband. Someday he will bring me the moon, we will rule a kingdom, and be kind
to all who will accept our rule. I do not need your food, your home, or your
bed. I have my husband. ’” He settled back in the plush dining chair a smug
smile playing on his face. “Now, do you see?”

The Senator from South Carolina shook his head with a deep
frown. 

“No. I do not,” he admitted. 

“Faith, Mr. Speaker. She had faith. And that is what I have.
It is what compels others to fear me. It is also why they follow me. For a man
with great faith and convictions will always trump the man or woman of little
faith, of muddled allegiances, or of self-delusion.” 

“How does that relate to what we are discussing?”

“You must have faith in me. I will prevail in this
endeavor I have outlined. I am positive that I will have your support and that
you will play the role that I have set before you.” 

“How can you be so sure?” the senator asked, his voice
betraying his doubt. 

The Mystery Man glanced around the room. The people here
held power, sway over the masses. They were executives, owners of large
corporations, real estate moguls, and old money. These people intimidated the
Speaker. Not their money or power, the possibility that someone here might
overhear what would be considered treason. 

“No matter what these people gathered here may think,” he
said, indicating the table to their left where a middle-aged executive leaned
over to whisper in the ear of someone that was obviously not his wife, “this
world is currently in unfit hands. It needs to be wrested from their grasp and
given to people who truly know how to rule.” 

To his credit, Rodman was incredulous. 

“Is it not enough to control the heads of state in almost
every country in the world?”

He smirked, his eyebrows rising in appreciation. 

“To put it bluntly: no,” he replied. He leaned forward
again, his voice lowering and his anger simmering just under the surface. “Politicians
have become incompetent, unreliable, rebellious, greedy, and lose touch with
who is really in control. Power corrupts them, wealth pampers them, and fame
galvanizes them to follow what they think is their own path.” 

“Then, you are saying you do not control them, is that what
I am hearing,” Rodman said. The Speaker of the House was brave, but stupid. He
foolishly still believed in the institutions of democracy, capitalism, and
honor. 

“Control is a matter of perspective. Our interest lies in a
complete overhaul of every government. Not just Uncle Sam. We need to restore
balance now. The world has grown too big for its britches, as you like to say
down here in South Carolina. We are no longer satisfied with sitting in the
shadows and playing puppeteers. It is time to reveal the true and rightful
rulers of this world.” 

The Speaker scoffed. 

“I cannot believe I am sitting here listening to this
hogwash.” 

He was not offended by this. It would seem like crazy talk
to just about any sane human being. Even more so to someone who had grown up as
gentry, a form of the ruling class. Fathers, grandfathers, and uncles who wore
three piece suits and smoked cigars and discussed national concerns. Mothers,
grandmothers, and aunts who maintained a sense of class, dressing richly,
throwing extravagant social events, and hanging from their men’s arms while
propping them up from behind, a hidden strength and power. 

“I am hearing what you are saying, Mr. Speaker. You are
telling me that you do not have faith in me,” he said, biting the end of the
cigar with his front teeth. 

“Essentially, yes.” 

A deep frown played at his features. 

“I am sorry you feel that way, Mr. Speaker. I will remember
your defiance,” he responded. He got up, his weight making the chair groan in
complaint. He dropped his white cloth napkin to his plate. He had not eaten at
all. 

“Wait,” Rodman pleaded. 

He raised his eyebrows and turned to the Speaker of the
House with chagrin. 

“I, uh. I just need to wrap my mind around this. I need more
time.” 

“Of course. It is quite a bit to swallow, I will admit. Time
is fleeting, Mr. Rodman. I need a commitment. I will give you twenty-four hours.”


Matthew Charles Rodman the fourth looked confused. 

“Aren’t you afraid I will expose your plan?”

He laughed without humor. 

“Mr. Speaker, you cannot betray me. Your family will never
forgive you.” 

“My family? But, they are...”

“In Barbados? Not anymore, no.” He shook his head with mock
sympathy. He noted the look of a mixture of fear and hate crawl its way across
the Speaker’s features. It was amusing to him to watch the effects of so much
privilege, entitlement, and invulnerability be completely smashed against the
rocks of reality and true power. 

Someone always worked for someone else. One should never
assume they were at the top of the food chain. He understood this truth as much
as any of his closest associates. 

“I cannot be bullied, sir. Do you not know who I am?” His
voice began to rise and people started to notice. 

He allowed as many eyes as possible to swim their way before
answering. 

“I know who you are, Mr. Speaker. I also know that you
pretend at power and have none, even within the pathetic thing you call the
American Government. If I were more uncouth, I would spit upon the institution
that has grown to weed here.” 

Fear, anger, and humiliation played at Rodman’s features. He
could tell the Speaker was torn. 

“What do you want?” he asked, his voice pained and compliant.


“Everything.” 




Chapter 2



Out of the Mouths of Babes

Jake sat on the couch drinking a Dr. Pepper and watching CNN.
Hallie and her sister Sarah were on a bench outside watching their daughters
play together in the sandbox. Macy seemed normal. Whatever normal was to a
young child. Jake was still wrapping his mind around being a father. He liked
it so far, but it still stunned him at certain moments. 

He felt guilty when she would ask him to read to her before
bedtime. It felt like something he should do every night, yet he had missed
doing it for two years. He also felt guilty when, during the reading, his mind
would wander to lockets, ancient coins, dragons, and corpses. 

His nightmares were populated by them. No amount of
tenderness from Hallie, no amount of time spent with the sweet human being that
was his daughter could ever erase his guilt. 

He was sick of feeling sorry for himself, though. He had
begun to adjust to his new life. 

They had been in Denver now for three days. The laceration
on his calf had healed. He had heard nothing from Lars or Violet. He was fairly
certain Lars had survived. He did not want another death on his hands, but he
was also grateful for the feeling of safety. A nagging sensation reminded him
to not get too comfortable. 

Perhaps it would be good to leave soon. Kyle Evers had
called on the burner phone yesterday. “Just checking in,” he had said. Jake
knew better. Their time was running out and Kyle’s patience was thin. He had
given them a ton of rope in the past. Jake understood him better than he did
himself. They were fortunate to still have their jobs. 

Which was the other issue:  what were they going to do when
Jake discovered why he had been brainwashed and who was behind it? Jake assumed
that Hallie had a better idea than he did. 

The girls came crashing through the living room, giggling,
their sand-covered feet and hands leaving tracks as they raced to the guest
bathroom down the hall. 

Jake smiled despite himself. 

Then he saw Hallie’s face as she came in, her sister’s arm
draped over her shoulder. 

He had seen her cry a bunch lately. He was not sure if it
was indicative of her normal moods, or just a “female thing”, but he felt an
urge to set things right to get it to stop. When he saw her cry, he cringed
inside. Not because he could not brook weakness; he just felt compelled to help
her. He supposed this was an example of just one fault in his wiring that he
had in common with every human with half a heart. 

He knew it was borderline chauvinistic, terribly demeaning,
and unnecessarily protective.  Despite this, Jake fought the urge to either
punch someone to right the wrong or hold her to make it better. Most men called
that feeling “love.” 

Hallie could protect herself. She did not need defending. She
did not need to be coddled. She did not need his pity or sympathy. She needed
him to care, to listen, and most of all, she needed to cry. It was that simple.
It had been a major breakthrough when he finally figured that out. He simply
could not control the urge to help. 

“Jake. Come console your wife,” Sarah gently scolded him. 

“No. It’s alright. I will be alright,” she said. 

“What happened?” 

Sarah widened her eyes and shrugged. 

Hallie sobbed. 

“It was the girls,” she said, wiping her face with her hand.


“What about them? They seemed fine when they came rushing in
here,” Jake noted. 

Sarah looked at her with understanding and turned Hallie
towards by her shoulders. 

“If you need Macy to stay here, she can. Clarissa loves
having her here. They can share her room. Clarissa has always wanted a sister. With
Peter gone, she gets lonely.” 

“We can’t impose on you like that,” Hallie said. 

Sarah shook her head. 

“No problem at all, Hallie. You need something solved. I
understand,” she looked at Jake then. He shrugged. 

“What happened?” he asked again. He was confused. 

Sarah looked grim. She glanced at Hallie and back to him as
Hallie began to cry and sniffle again. 

“Macy told Clarissa she did not want to go back home because
her Mommy might shoot someone,” Sarah explained. 

“She said it like it was no big deal!” Hallie moaned. 

Jake understood guilt. He could see it written in her
posture, the pain in her eyes. 

He got up and joined them in the foyer. 

“She is young, dear. It is no big deal. She watches cop
shows all the time. Mommy’s a cop.” 

“That doesn’t make it right!”

“You were protecting her. You did everything right. You are
a fantastic mother, Hallie.”

“Fantastic mothers don’t shoot people in front of their
daughters!  No child should ever have to see that,” she cried, burying her head
in Jake’s chest and sobbing. 

Sarah stood nearby, her cheeks wet with tears. She held a tissue
in her hands, wringing it. 

“She will be safe here,” Sarah declared. 

Jake looked past Hallie’s head, stroking her hair. 

“None of us will be safe until I put a stop to this,” Jake
said, determination and anger tingeing his voice. 

“Make it stop,” Hallie pleaded. 

“I will,” Jake promised. 

Macy and Clarissa came back through the room, giggling. They
stopped and Jake heard Clarissa whisper to Macy, “Your mom’s crying? What
happened?”

Jake looked at Macy, her eyes bright and concerned. 

“Mom? Are you alright?” She came over and Clarissa moved
toward her mother. Macy hugged Hallie’s leg. 

“Yeah, honey, Mommy’s alright,” he managed. 

She looked up at Jake, her mouth set in a frown of concern. 

“She didn’t shoot someone else, did she?” she asked. 

Children can say some of the most hurtful remarks with such
innocence. The truth can be devastating and children, for the most part, deal
in truth. Things are so simple when seen through the eyes of a child and an innocent
question like Macy’s could illicit a smile or a tear. Or both. 

Jake sighed with relief as Hallie pulled Macy closer and
smiled down at her. 

“No, sport. Mommy has not shot anyone yet. Mommy would only
ever shoot someone to protect you or your daddy.” 

Macy blinked hard and looked confused. 

“Why would anyone want to hurt Daddy? He’s cool.” 

Jake smiled and ruffled Macy’s hair. With his other hand he
stroked Hallie’s back. He was proud of her. 

Hallie looked up at him with amusement. 

“You’d be surprised. Lots of people want daddy.” 

Macy’s eyes widened with disbelief. 

“Really?” She looked to him for confirmation. He shrugged. 

“Nah. Your Mom just wants me to feel loved too,” he
explained. 

She shrugged too. 

“Well, I love you, Daddy.” 

“I love you, too, kiddo.” He could not help smiling. 

“Mommy, can we go get ice cream?” Clarissa begged her
mother, tugging at her shorts. 

Sarah looked at Hallie with a knowing grin. 

“Your Aunt Hallie loves ice cream, do you mind if they come,
too?”

Clarissa jumped up and down, her arms extended. 

“Yes!  I can show Macy the playgrounds!  Can I Mommy?”

“Sure,” she said. “You girls go get in the van. Aunt Hallie
and I will be along in a minute.” 

Macy extracted herself from them and took Clarissa’s hand
and they rushed outside like a twister. 

Hallie gathered herself, wiping the tears and the snot from
her face. 

“Thanks, hon,” she said to Jake. 

Sarah was standing with her hands on her hips. 

“Are we set, then? Macy stays with me until you two can get
your lives straight?”

Hallie looked at him. Then, she looked back to her sister
with pleading eyes. 

“We don’t want to leave her, but we need to think about her
safety. I cannot keep my promise to myself if she is in harm’s way.” 

Jake understood her reluctance to take another life. It was
something that took its toll on your soul. 

“I want to do this, sis. I love Macy, too. How could
someone not love her?” Sarah pleaded.

Hallie smiled. 

“Yeah. She has that effect on people.” 

They hugged for a minute and it was settled. Jake could not
help but feel grateful that a weight was taken from his shoulders. In its place
was a dull pain that foretold that he would miss Macy in her absence. He
preferred that feeling to the fear that he could lose her. 

Now if only there was something he could do to protect
Hallie. 




Chapter 3



Tender is the Night

Giselle opened her eyes. She was in a bright room with dark
windows. She looked down at herself. A white sheet hung loosely over her naked
body. She fought a panic that rose in her chest at her unusual surroundings. A
low groan began to escape from her chest. She realized she was going to scream.


“Help!” she cried. 

Her arms were strapped into the chair she was in. She could
feel a strap around her breasts, and ones around her ankles and wrists. She was
immobilized except for her neck. 

She turned her head to see the room more clearly. A table,
more chairs. Several bottles that looked like medicine. Several of these
bottles had labels, but she could not read them. The windows were dark because
it was night outside. She could see the lights from other buildings nearby. 

Where am I? She wondered. 

Her head throbbed and she had a metallic taste in her mouth.
She was thirsty and the taste almost drove her mad. The thought of being
restrained made her angry. She had no idea where she could be. She tried to
remember. 

Her brain did not return any information. She knew who she
was. She was not suffering from amnesia. 

“Help!” she cried again without hope. 

She was sure no one heard. Or if they did, they would put a
note in her file and wait for her to behave erratically before charging in and
administering some drug or chiding her for digging grooves into the padded
armrest with her nails. 

She rolled her head to loosen the muscles in her neck. She
popped her back and shoulder and tried to get comfortable in the chair. She had
been here for some time, it seemed. Her back and bottom were stiff and sore. 

“Can someone bring me some water at least?” she asked in as
reasonable manner as she could. She hoped someone would hear. She had so many
questions. Where was she? Why was she here? Who was the no good son of a—

The door opened and Gary Forsythe walked through. He shut it
behind him and locked it. He carried a clipboard and a plastic cup. His glasses
were slightly askew and his hair looked like he had been napping. A fair amount
of stubble dusted his chin and jaw. Under different circumstances this rugged
look would actually make him more attractive, she thought. Under these specific
circumstances, she gritted her teeth so hard that her jaw hurt. 

He looked at her almost apologetically. He raised his
eyebrows and the cup. 

“You asked for some water?” he asked as he came closer. 

She wanted to jump out of the chair and claw out his eyes. Something
about the way he hesitated told her that she was telegraphing her intent. 

“I want to know where I am and why,” she said slowly. It
took a monumental effort not to scream and yell. She wanted to murder this
twerp. 

“Of course,” he said. 

“I am only being reasonable, I think.” 

He came closer. He held out the cup to her lips as he neared.
She could smell his body and the food he had recently consumed. He smelled like
onions and grease, she decided. She sipped the water he offered. The water was
tepid. Nevertheless, it was a delight as it wet her mouth and throat. She felt
her empty stomach clench in response. When was the last time I ate? She
wondered. 

She looked over the rim of the cup. He was watching her
drink with his mouth open, carefully trying not to spill the water. She lifted
her chin and pushed the cup away with her lips to signal that she had enough. It
was all she could do to stop herself from darting forward and biting his
fingers. 

“There. Is that better?”

She turned her head and looked at him askance. 

“You actually care how I feel? I don’t know, Gary. It seems
to me this would be an awful way to get a woman in bed. A little too kinky for
me.” 

Gary blushed. 

“It’s not like that. You are a patient.” 

“A patient that needs to be strapped to a chair? I think you
are mixing up your sexual fantasies Gary. Either you want the nurse and patient
or you want the bondage.” 

He shook his head. 

Gary was an easy target to wheedle. She understood that he
was strongly attracted to her and in some ways that left him vulnerable to her.
She had that advantage with many men. It gave her confidence and she always
managed to use her gifts to manipulate them. This usually gave her pleasure. Not
many men were immune to her raw animal magnetism and superior sexuality. Except
for Monday. 

Monday!  Did he have something to do with this? As Gary
struggled with his desire and guilt, she tried to remember the last time she
had seen Jake. 

She remembered a boat, a rough sweater, and rough waters. She
remembered enjoying the sun and the salt and the sight of Jake’s lean jaw and
easy demeanor. Where was that? When was that?

“Giselle, I need to tell you something.” 

She shook her head and tried to shrug. It was difficult to
pull off with the effect she wanted since her arms and chest were strapped down.
All she managed was a little jerk of her narrow shoulders. 

“I am a captive audience. Literally,” she said, her voice
dripping sarcasm and irony. 

He sighed. 

“Yeah. Well, see. For the past two years you have been
subjected to tests.” 

“Like being in the company of fools like you?” she joked. 

“You are a guinea pig. My guinea pig, to be exact. Others
have been indoctrinated as well. Most of the subjects do not respond well to
the drugs. Or maybe it is the psychological strain or a rejection of the binary
codes...”

“Wait. You are babbling. Drugs? Psychological strain? What
are you trying to tell me, Gary?”

He shrugged and sighed. 

“Something that I have told you now forty-five times in two
years. Mostly out of guilt.” Gary looked back toward the door and lowered his
voice. “To be honest, I am beginning to suspect that my apologies played a part
in your rogue behavior.” 

“Oh, darling, you have not begun to see rogue behavior. Let
me out of this chair and I will show you,” she said. Her voice was calm and a
devilish grin spread across her face as she imagined her nails sinking into
Gary’s eyes. 

“I understand your anger and frustration. It is out of
character for you. You are usually calculating and cold, manipulative and
distant. The programing is changing your personality slowly but perceptibly. I
have noted this in my reports and I am preparing a study designed to document
this phenomenon,” he shrugged and shook his head, a look of disappointment
painted across his forehead. “Not that it matters. I just want to say to you
that all that I do here I do for science. Not for some political reason. Not
for the Consortium. Not even for me, really. What you are becoming is an act of
science.” 

“I have no idea what you are talking about, Gary. Frankly, I
don’t care. You can apologize or make your confessional, say your Hail Mary’s,
or throw yourself on a sword for all I care. Just. Get. Me. Out.” 

“I would love to, actually. You are essentially the third
subject we recruited and the first to be indoctrinated in the second wave. That
makes you special. But, your subconscious has rejected something in your
programming. We cannot find its source. My colleagues believe you have been
cross-programmed and the psychological scarring is rejecting subsets of the
code we implanted. Codes that are at the core of the control we have over your
memories and your emotions.” 

“What the Hell are you saying?”

He blinked rapidly and hugged the clipboard across his chest.
His eyes were flitting around the room like he was trying to decide how to
respond. 

“Are you high?” she asked. 

“Of course not. It’s just that the outburst just now is
another side effect, you see? You are normally calm. Almost placid, really. You
have not been the same since we asked you to kill Jake.” 

“Me? Kill Jake Monday?” She almost laughed out loud. 

Gary nodded sadly. 

“He was resisting the programming. He would go off the grid
for days. The only thing that worked was the memory scour. The drugs only made
his instincts more acute. His abilities were off the charts.” 

“I would have liked to witness that,” she quipped. 

Gary gave her a disapproving look. 

“Perhaps this is why it failed. You were attracted to him. We
thought it would be the other way around.” 

“If Jake was a subject as well, then why did you want him
killed?”

Gary smirked. 

“We needed a test. We needed to see if we could program one
subject to kill and the other to save. In our computer simulations, the
diagnosis was that the murderer would prevail. Of course, it would change
everything. Then, New Year’s Day happens and our study is broken.” 

“How does Sinegem fit into this?”

“This was your father’s idea. He wanted to take hostile
corporate mergers and acquisitions to another level. Part of your success came
from the ruthlessness and cold calculation that we programmed into you. It was
part of your original DNA and experience, but we honed it and made it sharper,
made you almost a machine. You were your father’s pride and joy, a perfect
weapon in corporate espionage.” 

“Glad to know I could finally please Eilif. But, what I do
not understand is that you said you have apologized to me over forty times,”
she said, looking down at her straps and the chair. “Am I always strapped in
here when you apologize?”

“It is for your own safety. I am afraid some of the mental
probes and cortex stimulations send the subjects into uncontrollable physical
gyrations due to overstimulation and innervation of the brain stem. Besides,
the restraints come in handy during the psychological deconstruction. Early
subjects were left unrestrained and managed self-strangulation and other
physical attacks.” 

“Yeah. I could see that happening,” she said testily. 

He looked at his watch. 

“I am afraid our time is up. As you have probably already
deduced, you will not be able to remember any of this.” Gary rested the
clipboard on the table and she noted a red “X” at the top of the page. He
leaned closer to her and his voice became a whisper. “I have been asked to
terminate you, Giselle,” he admitted. He checked the doorway again. “They will
never know that I saved you instead. Your father has compensated me for my
loyalty already. I have no need for a world without a government, without
money, without hope.” 

Her mouth was dry again. Dry from fear. She felt her lips
part and watched as Gary’s eyes searched hers. 

“I love you, Giselle. I always have. I want you to know, I
have never taken advantage of you,” he said, his breathing ragged. She felt his
body against her knee. 

“Alright. Good to know. What are you planning to do, Gary?”

He sighed and stepped back, obviously conflicted. 

“Die, probably. The only subjects left for me to study are
Lars and Violet. They are off the grid. They have been ever since Jake escaped.
I tried to get Jake to eliminate them and he resisted. They are in Colorado
somewhere now. And they are aware of the programming. It was a mistake to allow
them to become so close. I see that now.” 

“Who are Lars and Violet? I don’t understand, Gary. Help me
to understand.” 

Gary looked at her as though she were a botched experiment. A
mixture of disappointment and remorse was displayed in his gaze. 

“I am sorry Giselle. You are a failed experiment. You are my
failure though,” he came forward again, his eyes brimming with tears. He took
her hands in his and kneaded her knuckles. He looked up at her again. “You are
so perfect,” he said, swallowing. 

She shook her head. 

“No.” 

“I will not hurt you,” he said. “They will take my research
and create an army of assassins, spies, and media plants. They can take my
research. They can collect Lars and Violet. They can even hunt down Monday and
kill him for all I care. But, they cannot have you.” 

His jaw worked and Giselle could see that he was emotionally
unstable. This did not come as a surprise. 

“Who will take your research?” she asked. “Is my father behind
this, too?”

He smiled sadly and shook his head. 

“No. I have to do this now. Please forgive me. I am only
protecting you.” 

She tried to stall. 

“I have to know who is responsible. After doing this to me,
you owe me at least that much!” she pleaded. She thought about bringing up the
crying ploy but she was aware that he would see through the ruse. He evidently
knew her techniques. 

He looked at her thoughtfully. She could see now that he was
truly insane. 

“You have met him once, you know? In France. You came back
and told me all about him. It was the first time I had heard of him, although
you did not tell me his name. He is the one that has suddenly changed this game
we have been playing.” 

She shook her head, not recalling the man of which he spoke.


“I don’t know who you mean. I...” Gary put a finger to her
lips. His finger was soft, his touch gentle. She could feel him recoil when he
touched her. 

“Shh. You will not remember that. I erased it from your
memory.” His face bore the signs of worry and regret. “He will over reach his
goal. Do not worry. He thinks he is invulnerable. He is powerful, to be sure.” He
bit his lower lip and closed his eyes. “I want to repay him for shutting down
my lab and asking for your termination. I cannot forgive or forget that.” 

“But, what if they find out?”

He shook his head. 

“They do not know how I feel about you. And Eilif has
assured me that he can hide you away easily enough. You will recover soon. I
will come to you and help to erase some of the programming. Then, you will be
free.” 

“Why not now? Let me out and we can be together. We can run
away and my father will protect us. He can hide us both away,” she suggested,
her voice a rush with the intensity of her effort. 

He just shook his head. 

“No. This way is better. The plan has already been made. You
will see,” he said. He let go of her hand and stepped to a table. 

She turned and saw him pick up a vial and a needle. He
tapped the bottle and held it up to the light. He plunged the needle into the
top of the bottle and pulled back the plunger. 

“What are you doing?” Giselle asked, panicked. 

“Saving you,” he said simply. 

Gary flicked the syringe once and pushed some liquid through
the needle. It spurted out into the air. 

“Don’t,” she pleaded. “There must be another way!” She was
scared and angry and desperate. She thrashed against her restraints to no avail.
She knew it was hopeless because Gary seemed unconcerned about her frantic
movement. 

He calmly turned to her and plunged the needle into her bare
shoulder. She felt the cold liquid enter under her skin. She could feel the
pinch of the needle. He removed it, wiped it with a cloth and deposited it into
a plastic Sharps container. 

She blinked rapidly to clear her vision. The world collapsed
on her; the lights were bright behind her eyelids as she succumbed to the numb.
She heard Gary moving close by but could not see him. Then his face loomed near
and she felt his lips brush hers. She could feel his warm salty tears on her
upper lip. I did not take advantage of you, he had said. 

Liar! She thought as she lost consciousness. 




Chapter 4



Born in the USA

“Looks like they beefed up security,” Hallie observed. The
gate security took four minutes, and they were invited. Senator Swane had
called Kyle Evers who told them to make this visit and then get back to New
York. 

Jake noted the cameras and the motion detectors along the
drive up to the Swane mansion. A line of trees screened the house from the
country road on which they dwelt. The drive wound around a small pond and then
the house was before them. It was three stories in the center, and was a mix of
old South plantation architecture and modern materials. Four columns, two
stories tall, framed the entry and supported a small veranda on the third floor.
White limestone block wings of the house disappeared into a copse of blooming
fruit trees on the north. A dark brick edition on the south connected to a four
car garage and a two-story addition with another bay for a large vehicle,
probably an RV. 

Windows were trimmed in white with multiple panes reflecting
the splendor of the nature surrounding the house. The gravel drive was a fine
crushed rock that rumbled and crunched under the tires of their
government-issued Suburban. Four men in front of the house stepped down onto
the gravel as they pulled around. From the bulges in their dark jackets, it was
obvious they were armed. They all wore sunglasses, short haircuts, and scowls. 

“They have four more on the grounds,” Jake said, pointing
with his eyes as he put the Suburban into park. 

“They’re serious,” Hallie noted. She smiled at him. He
smiled back. She was nervous and he understood why. These were Washington-based
Secret Service agents. They were a different breed. Very territorial. Extremely
cautious. Super dangerous if spooked. 

“We have nothing to worry about. We are here by invitation. Relax.”


Hallie smirked. 

“You really know how to put a gal at ease, Mr. Monday,” she
said, sarcasm dripping from her words. She got out, escorted by a young agent
with blond hair. He was the new guy, still not jaded and jumpy. He had removed
his glasses. He gave Hallie a half smile as he took her hand. 

“Welcome to the Swane residence, Mrs. Monday. We are looking
forward to your visit. Please step this way, ma’am, while we do our normal
security procedures,” he said with a mixture of formality, southern charm, and
firmness. He meant business but was going to be hospitable about it. “I am
agent Tommy Namaker of the Secret Service. I would be honored if you would
allow me to escort you to the Senator once we finish our duties here.” 

She turned and winked at Jake as she allowed Tommy to take
her hand. She gave him a shy, coy smile. Tommy’s smile was perfect, his teeth
perfect. Jake just shook his head. Hallie had her way with men like that. Within
three seconds, she had the guy eating from her hand. He was sure it would not
get them past the security procedures. The guy in charge had his arms crossed
in front of his zipper and was looking down his chest at them. 

Jake got out and came around the car. He noted that no one
wanted to escort him. He looked for eyes. He could only see reflections in the
sunglasses of the other men. But, he got the feeling all eyes were on him. All
but Tommy. 

So, I am the dangerous one? 

He wanted to tell them that it was Hallie who had shot all
those people in New York. He had not even pulled a gun on anyone. Why did they
distrust him?

He stepped up to the front steps as two agents descended. The
big guy with the biceps bulging and the sneer stood at the top of the stairs. Jake
looked up and did not like the vibe he was getting. 

This guy hates me, he thought. 

The other two agents frisked him. He raised his hands to his
sides and let them do their search. They took his wallet. They took his keys. They
were handed to another agent who had come up behind him. He could hear the
crunch of the gravel under his shoes. Hallie giggled and then laughed at
something Tommy had said. 

Nobody else talked. Jake watched Mr. Universe grind his
teeth and stare at him with contempt. Jake did not recognize him. 

“You can put your arms down now, Mr. Monday,” the agent to
his left said with threadbare politeness. 

“Come with me,” Mr. Universe said. He turned his back on
Jake. Tommy followed, now holding Hallie’s forearm locked in his. 

Great, we’re going to a ball, Jake thought. 

Mr. Universe shut the door behind Tommy and Hallie, giving
orders for the others outside as he did. 

The mansion was massive. The entry was teak and marble. Gold
and silver, oak and mahogany gleamed in the light that streamed in from the
large windows. The draperies and curtains were tasteful and elegant. 

Four more agents descended the stairs, their footsteps
muffled by the thick carpet. One of the agents was tall, his ebony skin
shining, and the headset in his ear a bright white. His deep brown eyes scanned
the lobby. He looked like he wanted to say something, but quickly looked away
as Mr. Universe came back to lead them all down the hallway. 

“Wow. I have never seen such elegance,” Hallie remarked. 

Tommy nodded.

“The Swanes own several businesses. Their family fortune can
be traced back to the Civil War. They have always had one family member or
other that served either in the military or politics in every generation.” 

“That’s quite a track record,” Hallie said, her smile
radiating. 

She was a stark contrast to the men in the room. They were
stoic. Well, except for Mr. Universe. Jake had the distinct feeling they were
not welcome. 

“Tommy. Go back and pull the Monday’s vehicle around and
leave the keys in the ignition. Check it for devices,” Mr. Universe said. He
turned to Hallie and bowed, “As a courtesy, of course.” 

Tommy took one glance at Hallie and bowed, taking her hand
to his lips. 

“It was a pleasure meeting you, ma’am,” he said. 

Jake turned in time to watch two of the agents look at each
other and roll their eyes. Jake couldn’t help smirking. 

Why can’t their boss have as much levity as the rest of
the guys on this detail? He wondered. 

Tommy exited, jingling the keys. 

Mr. Universe directed two of the agents behind them to stand
guard in the lobby. The other two came with them. 

Hallie looked up at him as he took her hand in his. Her smug
smile told him she enjoyed this game. Her eyes told him that she was even more
nervous than before. He watched her clutch her purse in her other hand. 

Jake looked up as they stopped at the entry to a narrow
hallway. Mr. Universe turned, his hands on his hips. He had removed his glasses
and Jake could see his eyes were the shade of winter, a blue so light that it
almost blended with the whites of his eyes. They were the eyes of a Siberian husky.


“I am Senior Agent Brad Welker, Mr. Monday,” he said. “I am
familiar with your file. I want you to know that I have an eye on you.” The
menace and accusation in his voice were cold and dark. 

Jake tilted his head. 

“Well, Agent Welker. I appreciate your concern. Senator
Swane is a personal friend. And as you are probably aware, I saved his life
last week,” Jake said, trying to keep his voice light and friendly. 

The disdain that poured from Welker’s eyes was disturbing. Jake
was almost scared. 

“That was my detail. That should have been my watch,” Welker
said, his voice a low growl. 

Territorial. Figures, Jake thought bitterly. 

Jake nodded, his eyebrows raised. 

“I understand. Well, I am sorry you missed it. Perhaps next
time, eh? I hate baseball, anyway.” Jake shrugged. 

“Follow me,” he said gruffly. He turned and led them to a
room with dark paneling and the smell of old cigar smoke. A chandelier hung
over a pool table. The balls were racked at one end and three pool sticks were
hung on the wall on a ledge that contained a cube of blue chalk. 

“I feel like one of the good ole’ boys. Let’s get out the
cigars and brandy, whatcha say boys?” Hallie suggested. 

They smiled. Well, except for Welker. 

“Wait here. Agent Sands, please let the Senator know his
guests have arrived,” Welker said, pacing to the other side of the pool table. His
face disappeared in the glare from the chandelier. Jake was grateful, those
ice-blue eyes were beginning to unnerve him. 

Agent Sands exited through a door on the far side of the
room. As he turned to close the door, he looked back at Jake and hesitated. Jake
recognized him. Now Jake understood the agent’s hesitation on the stairs
earlier. Jake had worked alongside him in Chicago during an investigation. He
had been bright and dedicated. He had outworked everyone, even Jake. 

What is he doing here? Jake wondered as Sands closed
the door slowly, giving a slight nod of recognition. Jake returned it. 

Hallie flicked the nails of her left hand. She only did this
when she was nervous or pressured. 

The tension in the room was palpable. He was ambiguous to
Welker, but it was obvious that Welker did not like him. He wondered if it mattered.
He was here for a short visit. His mind was already in New York, working
through the new information, hoping that Lars, Violet, and whoever they worked
for would leave him alone long enough to discover why he had been brainwashed
and who wanted the president dead. 

Of course, an investigation had already been launched. The
consensus was that the president had not been targeted. Camilla Cross was the
only target all along. She was an undercover agent for the FBI and had been in
deep cover. It was assumed that her cover had been blown. It was likely her
repeated contact with Jake had led to her murder. They suspected someone
involved with Galbraith. For unexplained reasons, though, nothing developed
further in the investigation. 

Jake recalled the meetings with Camilla. She had known who
he was somehow. In another life, maybe. With his memories mostly retrieved now,
he was surprised that he found that he could not recall meeting Camilla before
his flight to Los Angeles. 

Hallie boosted herself up onto the table and grabbed a pool
stick. She was working hard at trying to seem unfazed by the tension. 

“Wanna play?”

“Maybe Senator Swane will take you on. You would beat me off
the break. I know better.” 

She smiled at him, her face partially shaded by the yellow
light of the chandelier behind her. Agent Welker shook his head and crossed his
arms across his chest. Jake couldn’t see his face, but he guessed he was
rolling his eyes and sneering. Agent Welker was good at sneering, Jake guessed.


The door opened and the Senator entered, escorted by Agent
Sands and another agent, older, with gray at his temple and a vertical scar
across his forehead. He looked like ex-special forces. 

Jake noted the senator’s drawn face and the lines of worry
around his eyes. 

“Let’s make this quick, gentlemen. I have a meeting with my
campaign committee at six in Charlotte,” Swane said. He sounded exhausted. 

“Sir, we will just need to make one more sweep of the...”

“Get out. All of you. Guard the doors if you want. I have no
more patience with you,” he said, his voice firm and angry. 

“I cannot do that, sir. Mr. Monday is...”

“Mr. Monday is my guest and my friend. You will leave me
with him and his charming wife,” he smiled at her briefly. 

Welker’s eyes flitted between Sands and the older agent in
the room, his teeth grinding. He inhaled. Jake could tell he wanted to press it
further. He was making a business decision. Jake did not envy him. His career
was potentially in danger either way. 

“With all due respect, Senator Swane, my duty is to protect
you. This man,” he pointed at Jake with his eyes. His hands remained at his
sides. “is dangerous. He is a known assassin, sir. I cannot leave you in his
company, even though he is your friend,” Agent Welker said. His eyes were
fierce and defiant. He had played his card, knowing the Senator would not fall
for the bluff. 

“Brad, I do not care about your duty. I hope that does not
upset your sensibilities.” The Senator walked up to the agent, closing the gap
between them. He leaned forward, his eyes intense, his voice weary but sharp,
tinged with anger and condescension. Brad, to his credit, did not blink. “You
and your men are dismissed from this room. There will be no more discussion
about it or I will have your entire detail removed from my house this hour. Do
you understand?” He raised his eyebrows. 

Brad swallowed slowly, hesitating to answer, his intense
eyes not wavering from Swane’s face. 

“I understand that you are making a big mistake Senator
Swane,” Welker said. 

The senator glanced at Jake and turned back slowly to Agent
Welker. He pointed to Jake. 

“Whatever you have against this man, you cannot deny that he
saved my life. I trust him. That is more than I can say for you and your team,
Agent Welker. With each new member that has come into my house or on my tour
this past week, I feel my safety is at greater risk. More is not always better,
Brad.” 

Brad looked hurt and confused. He glanced again at his
compatriots. 

“We are only trying to protect you and your family, sir.” His
voice rose in anger as he pointed to Jake, his eyes squinting, his mouth
turning in a snarl. “I don’t understand why you are questioning our loyalty
while you are perfectly willing to accept this man into your house, into this
room, unprotected.” 

The Senator, looked at Jake with exasperation and
resignation. He shrugged. He turned to look at Agent Welker. 

“Agent Welker. I will not ask you again. Leave the room and
protect the perimeter. Send another man to get my wife some ice tea and a cold
cloth for her head. Make yourselves useful. The taxpayers are footing the bill
for your services. You are wasting their hard-earned money standing in here
flexing your muscles and making faces at me.” 

The senator did not relent. Agent Welker looked down at his
coat. He could not look the senator in the eye. 

“Yes sir. We will set up a perimeter,” he glanced over at
Jake. “No one will be able to get in or out without going through us first,” he
said, his words a threat and a promise. 

The senator rolled his eyes. 

“Well, I will rest easier knowing you are protecting me,
Brad,” Swane said, his voice full of sarcasm and mock gratitude. 

Agent Welker brushed past him and grabbed Sands by the arm. They
exited, the older agent following behind and shutting the door quietly. 

The Senator ran a hand through his thick shock of white
hair, old muscle rippling beneath his golf shirt. He looked deflated. 

“I cannot stand that jackass. He is so puffed up. I know he
is a fine soldier, but I do not trust his team. These were his best men in here
with him; it is the others I worry about.” 

“We know Agent Sands, but who was the older gentleman?”
Hallie asked, rubbing the pool stick between her palms, its rubber base
skidding on the wood floor. 

“Ex-military of some sort named Paul Salvatore. I think he
served in Desert Storm. Hard fellow, but kind and gentle to Nancy. He is the
sort of agent they need more of, not these self-important fellows that are more
bark than bite,” He shrugged. “I don’t know. I am too tired to be critical.” He
sighed. “I need to speak to you in complete privacy. I had Paul remove their
devices in here after I called you.” 

“You trust him?” Jake asked. 

“I don’t trust anyone right now.” 

“Welcome to the club,” Hallie said. 

“We have jackets,” Jake quipped. 

Swane’s smirk was a complement. 

“You two are some kind of team,” Swane remarked. “I would
love to stay and chat...”

“What’s wrong with Nancy, Robert?” Jake asked quietly, his
hand on the senator’s arm. Jake could feel his arm trembling. 

The senator made a choking sound and his face contorted in
grief for a moment. He composed himself and swallowed. 

“Nancy has lung cancer. She’s been in remission for three
years. It is back and it is spreading too fast to do anything but wait it out,”
he said, his voice thick with emotion. 

Hallie slipped off the table and set the pool stick aside. She
put her arm around Robert’s shoulders as he bowed his head, his silent sobs
racking his body. 

Jake waited it out, thankful for Hallie’s comfort. Nancy’s
health, as devastating as it was, was not why the senator had called them and
asked them to come in person. 

“We’ll go see her,” Hallie offered. 

“She would like that.” 

“That’s not why you called us, though, is it?” Jake said. 

Senator Swane looked up, his eyes rimmed red, and shook his
head. 

“No. What I need to tell you is much graver than this,
this...tragedy. We knew she was sick. On the other hand, I had no idea that I had
been working for a madman all these years.” The senator had gone from grief to
anger and resentment in seconds. 

Jake furrowed his brow. 

“What do you mean?”

“I am ashamed to say. It is why I sent them away. What I am
telling you now, I should by all rights be telling my priest,” he said. 

“Now you are starting to worry me,” Hallie said. 

“I’m worried, too,” Senator Swane said. “My legacy is
tarnished. My family’s name is damaged irreparably. We have been such fools.” 

“What are talking about?”

He swallowed. Guilt and fury were mixed in the look in his
eyes. 

“I am going to pull out of the race.” 

“If you are worried about assassination attempts, we will
keep you safe, the Service is diligent and we have more tools today and better
communication with departments like the NSA...”

Robert was already shaking his head. 

“I am pulling out of the race because of Nancy. I want to be
with her in these last days. But, even more, I do not want to be a part of what
is happening. I do not want my name, my legacy going down in history tied to
the storm that is coming.” 

“Stop being so vague, senator,” Jake urged. 

Hallie scolded him with her eyes. 

“What Jake means is if you want us to help, we need you to
be more specific,” Hallie corrected. 

Jake put his hands on hips.  He had to agree. 

Robert sighed. 

“I wanted to warn you. I talked to Matt Rodman two days
ago,” he started. 

“The Speaker of the House, right?” Hallie said. 

“Yes. We were friends growing up. His family and Nancy’s
were close and spent summers in the Keys and winters skiing in Colorado. Anyway,
we have been cooperating with a clandestine group of investors and businessmen
for decades. Ever since college, really. They supported me in my law firm, got
me a partnership, pulled strings and then bankrolled my first campaign for
North Carolina State representative in my district. They were always in the background,
there was very little correspondence. Mostly, it was invitations to events
where words were whispered, handshakes exchanged, maybe a cigar or a bit of
whiskey.” His eyes searched the room. 

“What name would you give these people?” Jake asked. He was
riveted to the story. 

“Name? Several times they called themselves a “collective”
or a “consortium,” but in the beginning, they called themselves something
else,” He bowed his head in thought, his hand to his chin. “Viv-something. It
has been years, but I think it was Latin. ViVeri maybe. Yeah, that’s it. They
had these tie tacks in the seventies with interlocking Vs.” 

“Five Vs?” Hallie asked. 

“Yeah. How did you know? Have you heard of them?”

She shook her head. 

“No. It’s from a movie, V is for Vendetta. It is from
a Latin phrase, vi veri veniversum vivus vici,” she explained. 

Robert looked at Jake with a sense of awe and incredulity. 

“What kind of wife do you have here, pard?” he said
appreciatively. 

“One that hopefully can tell us what that means. The
suspense is killing me.” 

She shook her head. 

“It means, ‘By the power of truth, I, while living,
conquered the universe.’ It is a reference that can be interpreted in a number
of ways, really. It is all in how one defines truth, I suppose.” 

“So, I gather these Viveri guys didn’t just give you some
money, clap you on the back and give you tickets to the opera. Am I right?”
Jake said to the senator. 

“No. They would from time to time send ideas for new bills,
introduce me to powerful lobbyists. Once in a while they would tell me which
way the wind was blowing, so to speak. Investments, vote counts for bills, and
so forth. All under the table and hush-hush. I am ashamed to say I never bucked
the system until recently. I was too dependent on it.” 

“So what has changed?” Hallie said. It was almost
imperceptible, but Jake could tell that Hallie was disappointed in their new
friend. She was fishing for a way for the senator to redeem himself in her eyes.


He bowed his head. 

“People are going to die. Mostly guys like me. I wasn’t the
only one, but lately, several of my friends in Congress and in some of the
state posts—governors and state senators throughout the south—have been voting
against measures that this consortium have been trying to get us to put into
play. It is a bunch of pork belly spending and most of it is wrapped up in
other bills so tightly it almost pinches some bills right off the floor before
they are even put to committee. Anyway, I guess collectively, we have been bad
boys.” He shrugged. 

Jake shook his head. 

“Politics give me a headache. No offense, senator, but help
me out here. What are you saying? The only thing I heard that I can understand
is people are going to die.” 

“I don’t blame you, son. I guess we have worn out our usefulness.
It started last year when some of the ‘old guard,’ so to speak, began losing
their posts to challengers. These were veteran incumbent posts. Then, there was
the moral ineptitude of powerful men and women coming to the surface. You put a
man in a position of power for too long, there is bound to be some sort of
skeletons coming out of the closet.” He paused, smirking with irony. “I guess I
am susceptible too. Don’t look at me like that. I know. Anyway, we are falling
one by one. If we don’t play ball with them, then we lose our power.” 

“How is this related to people dying? I still don’t
understand.” Jake said. He tried to keep the frustration from his voice. 

“Let the man tell his story, Jake. We’re not up north,”
Hallie chastised him. “We take our time down here in the south to properly tell
a good yarn. Go on, Senator.” 

“I have let my country down. I have let Nancy down. She is
so tired. She has propped me up during those times when I thought I would break
down and bring my political career toppling around my feet because of my guilt.
One of their people contacted me six months ago. He met me for a brunch of red
velvet pancakes at the Terrace Café in Charlotte. Big guy. I won’t go into
detail right now. Let me just say that the ideas this guy was outlining were
scandalous. He expects the core of us that have been bankrolled by the
consortium, this collection of the most powerful people in the world, to ‘cut
the head off the snake,’ as he put it.” 

“What do you mean?”

“Well, to hear it from him, it all sounded so logical but
the hairs on the back of my neck were standing up. I knew I had to do
something, but I didn’t. The attempt on the President’s life was real. It was
planned for next year, so I did not understand why you were in Atlanta at first.”


“You knew about it?”

“Technically, no, I did not know Gabriel was going to be
targeted so soon. I thought I had time. I thought they were going to do it
while I was campaigning against him for the Democratic seat.” 

“So, they were going to assassinate the President to put you
in?”

“Nothing was guaranteed. It was all just speculation. I was
asked if I was ready to go to bat. It was my turn, he said. I was just so
greedy. I knew Nancy was sick again. I just thought...I just wanted her to have
that moment, you know. She has worked so hard, been through so much...”

Jake looked at Hallie. Her eyes were sad. He knew what she
was thinking. 

“Senator, is that all?”

He sniffled and wiped his nose with a white handkerchief
from the front pocket of his chinos. 

“No. Of course not. Like I said, I talked to the Speaker of
the House. He is in even deeper than I am. I am just another pawn after all. They
knew about Nancy. They were going to expose the news of her condition after the
assassination. It would destroy voter confidence in me. The Republicans would
win. They have money on both sides of the aisle. Whoever plays the nicest is
the one that gets the treat, I suppose. That is why there is bipartisanship to
begin with, we both serve the same entity. We both owe the same debt. The whole
system is corrupt. Not just here. All over the globe.” He sniffed and gathered
himself. Jake and Hallie knew not to interrupt. 

He started again. Slower now. 

“I called someone I know in the security community in France.
Someone like you but freelance. He knew these guys. He had mentioned it to me
one time when Nancy and I went to Switzerland with him and his wife. He told
me, with fear and whispers, that they had their hands in every European market,
every major employer. Not just that. Military Jake. Armies. Material. Missiles.
Ships. Tanks. They have it all.” 

“You are talking about a global coup? How can they possibly
expect to pull something like that off?” Hallie said, incredulous. 

“They are few in number, but they have power, Hallie.” 

“What does this have to do with us, Senator?” Jake asked. 

Senator Swane could not look him in the eye. He stared down
at his shoes, his shoulders slumped in defeat and grief, in guilt and
exhaustion. 

“You have to do what I cannot. You have to stop them.” 

“Why me?”

“If you don’t they will use you.” 

“Use me for what?”

“Jake, they want you to assassinate your father.” 




Chapter 5



No Sunshine When She’s
Gone

They drove in silence for almost a half hour before he said
what was on his mind. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked. 

Hallie did not move. She stared straight ahead. 

“I thought you knew,” she said. Her voice sounded hollow. 

Jake shook his head. He was not angry with her, he just did
not understand how something as important as Oh, by the way, you almost
killed your dad, the President, could get left out of the conversation. 

“I knew nothing. I had my memory wiped, remember?”

“President Vine is your biological father. He was at our
wedding. When your memory returned, I assumed you had made the connection. I
figured it was why it was so hard for you to adjust. I gave you extra time and
extra space because I felt you might be upset because, you know, he is your
dad,” Hallie explained. She sounded defeated. 

“I was upset because I didn’t know who I was,” he said. He
did his best to keep the anger from his voice. He just drove the Suburban
through the humid North Carolina afternoon, the sun setting to his left. He was
grateful for the window tint. His arm and the left side of his face was hot
enough. 

“I know you don’t share a last name, I understand that it
could throw you off. I just can’t understand how you haven’t recalled your
father? He’s the reason we were able to both work for the Service. He’s the
real reason you joined Galbraith in the first place.” 

“I just didn’t remember. I still don’t. I don’t remember Mom,
either. I have tried, believe me. I don’t know if they are buried deeper in my memory
or if they have been removed completely. When the senator first mentioned that
this consortium wants me to be the one to assassinate him, it didn’t connect. I
didn’t believe it until he showed me that picture from his campaign for
governor when I was fourteen.” 

“We have pictures of your mother and father all over the
house.” 

Jake gritted his teeth. Sometimes the truth was awful. 

“The house is foreign to me. It is like it belongs to
someone else. I feel like I am living someone else’s life. If most of my
memories hadn’t returned, I would tell all of you that you were nuts. I didn’t
live this life. I didn’t live in this house. My father isn’t the President of
the United States.” 

She turned and looked at him then. Her eyes were rimmed with
tears. He knew he had hurt her. He couldn’t retract it now. The damage had been
dealt. 

“That’s just the thing, Jake. All those things are true. You
did live this life. With me. In that house. You were always distant from your
parents, but it seemed natural considering your job and their divorce. You
never bonded with his second wife and never forgave him for your mother’s death.
They transferred you out of Washington the day your father began his campaign
for President. Surely you remember all of that.” 

He shook his head. The pressure behind his eyes made him
want to cry. 

“How could they make me kill my own father? Who are these
people that can control me this way?”

Hallie touched his cheek with hands that were cool. Her
caress made him close his eyes for just a second and blink away tears. His
frustration and turmoil raged in his chest. He needed her touch to ground him. He
glanced at her, his vision blurred by the tears. 

“These people cannot beat you, Jake. Only you can.” 

He kissed her fingers and tried to keep the SUV between the
ditches. 

“Don’t give me false hope,” he said. 

She leaned back, her hand patting his leg. 

“Not false hope, honey. A promise. I won’t allow them to
control you anymore.” 

“I am not the only one, though, am I?”

Hallie was silent. 

“The senator said that they had operatives just like me all
over the globe. The strike will be in a great unstoppable wave. Sons and
daughters, trusted servants and friends. How did they do this? Who are these
people?”

“We stop them. That is the only thing we can do. It starts
with us. We can control what happens to you,” Hallie said. Her voice was
distant. 

Jake looked at her there in the seat beside him, so
vulnerable and yet so strong. Her jaw was working. Jake felt he knew that look:
she was thinking of what she wanted to say next. 

He looked away as she glanced over at him. He felt a little
guilty, like he had caught her inner thoughts. 

“Jake. Look at me.” 

He did. Dread and curiosity mingled in a knot at the base of
his throat. Her mouth was forced into something between a grin and a grimace. Tears
were streaming down her face, falling onto the lapel of her jacket. 

“Hold out your hand,” she commanded. 

He glanced back at the road ahead. 

“Shouldn’t I pull over?”

“Just give me your hand,” she said, her voice choked. Her
breathing coming from deep. 

“Alright.” 

Before he felt the small bundle she placed in the palm of
his hand, he knew. He could see the neatly clipped lawn, the shoes and pant
legs of the people around him. He could see the eyes full of fear. He could
see, vividly, the woman on the grass, curled in a fetal position, a smile
playing at her lips. 

He felt the thin chain slip through his fingertips. He
looked down and saw the silver locket sitting in his hand and more memories
threatened to push into his consciousness. He pushed back long enough to look
at Hallie. 

“Why?”

“Because I forgive you, Jake. I have already forgiven you.” 

“Forgive me. For what? Being a horrible husband? For being a
terrible person?”

“I don’t need to forgive you for those things because they
aren’t real.” 

He shook his head and glanced back ahead, searching mentally
for life line his wife was throwing to him. A life line that was costing her. 

“Then what is it? What do you forgive me for?”

Her mouth screwed up into a frown and he could see her hand
shaking. 

“For forgetting your family.  For forgetting me.  When I
kissed you in the elevator, it was like...I just almost could not bear it,” she
said between sobs.  Her eyes were moist and she seemed on the verge of a good
cry.

“Well, I am glad you didn’t shoot me then,” he said, trying
to add some levity. He was encouraged when she laughed. A courtesy laugh, but
it sounded good.

“You are lucky you survived. But, going forward, I need to
know that we are a family. We are a team.” 

He felt his shoulders bunch. His line was set in thin line.
He could feel his teeth clenched. He was ashamed that she had to question that.
It was his fault. His failure.

“Of course we are, Hallie. I seem to be hard on those I care
about. Even people I barely know. Like Camilla,” Jake said, barely containing
the volatile mixture of anger, shame, and frustration.

“I forgive you for that. I know that you did not actually
kill Camilla, Jake. Someone else pulled the trigger. You just set the trap. I
suspect it was Lars or perhaps Violet.” 

“If I didn’t kill her, why would you need to forgive me?”

“She was my friend, Jake. I miss her. I asked her to protect
you. She pulled some strings and got on your security detail.”

“Wait.  I was being followed?”

“Of course you were. Whenever we could. Sometimes you just
disappeared. Camilla was sent to protect you and re-establish a connection with
your programming. I did not know that at the time.  I also did not know that it
was Camilla that needed protected. It was all a trap for her. If you had just
responded on New Year’s, none of that would have happened.” 

“She gave me this locket.” 

“Yes.” 

“Is it special?”

“Yes.” 

“It was my mother’s, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, Jake.” 

“It was supposed to help me remember.” 

“It did. But, your programming was deep. It was probably
like a computer being asked to look for a deleted file. You were only kicking
back error messages. It cost Camilla her life.” 

“I am sorry, Hallie,” he said. Jake brushed her hair back
from her ear and traced a tear down her cheek. 

She put her hand to her mouth and closed her eyes. 

“I want you to remember it all Jake. I am surprised Kyle
didn’t tell you. How does that not come up in conversation? Am I selfish?”

“No. You aren’t. We both want the same thing. Maybe
somewhere in those memories I am gaining lies an answer to how to protect my
father, too.” 

She shook her head. 

“We can’t go near him now. It is too dangerous. We need to
think about us. About our family, Jake.” 

Jake considered this as he drove. The airport was visible on
the horizon, its lights blinking vaguely in the moist night air. The hum of the
tires on the road was soothing. His nerves needed soothing. He wanted to do
something. He wanted to right the wrongs, he wanted to correct his mistakes. He
wanted to pay back what had been stolen from him. 

“You’re right. Hallie, go back and get Sarah safe. I will
head to the house and get some things, talk to Kyle, and tell him we are
stepping down.” 

She raised an eyebrow. 

“You want to leave the Agency? They are protecting us. They
are the only way we can bankroll this escape.” 

He shook his head. 

“I have money, Hallie. Don’t worry.” 

“You are going back to Galbraith, aren’t you?”

“They are going to get me, anyway. I want you safe. And I
want to smoke out some rats in the process.” 

“You don’t trust Kyle?”

He looked at her. 

“I don’t trust anyone but you, Hallie.” 

She reached across the console, her body colliding with his.
She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and wept. He drove like that for several
minutes, the lights of the airport getting closer, Hallie sobbing into his
jacket, her strong arms squeezing him. 

Jake had made up his mind before he had left the Senator’s. The
senator was more than willing to accommodate Jake after all he had been through.
Besides, Robert and Nancy had a soft spot in their hearts for Hallie. Agreeing
to see her safe had been an easy proposition. 

Jake and Hallie entered the airport and parked on the runway
near a private jet. A man with a captain’s insignia descended the stairs from
the Gulf Stream. He did not smile, but opened the door and took Hallie by the
hand. 

“I am Captain John Haverland, ma’am. I have been instructed
to fly you to Denver. We are fueled and ready to go now.” 

“No waiting?”

“No, ma’am. I have clearance to enter the queue as soon as
you are aboard,” he said. Jake could see that under his military hat, the man was
bald. He sported a pointed goatee and a thick mustache. 

Jake came around the Suburban to give Hallie a hug. She
embraced him desperately. He could feel the pressure on his ribs. 

“Don’t do anything stupid,” she said to him. 

“I can’t make that promise,” Jake replied. 

She leaned back and took his face in her hands. 

“I know. That is why I worry about you.” 

His eyes darted back and forth between her brilliant green
irises. He loved her. He feared for her. He would sacrifice himself for her. 

He could not turn back. He could not let her see how
determined he was to keep her from returning to New York. What he had to do
there, he would need to do alone. Still, he was having second thoughts. 

“You will be three girls in the mountains. What if someone
comes for you there? Someone who knows that we have spoken to the Senator?”

She shook her head. 

“No one knows,” she scoffed. 

“I would not be too sure about that,” he returned. “I think
our boys back at the mansion are eyes and ears.” 

Hallie smiled crookedly. 

“You are such a conspiracy theorist,” she said. “You dream
up stuff I would never consider.” 

“It is what keeps me alive, Hallie. Without my natural fears
and prejudices, I would not last more than a minute in the real world.” 

Hallie took a deep breath and glanced at the Captain who had
already begun to return to the jet. Jake noted the lines of worry on her face. 

“The Senator is generous, Hallie. Just go and I will meet
you and Macy back at the house in two days. I will even take out the dry
cleaning and organize the garage.” 

She smirked. 

“You won’t remember where everything goes.” 

He grabbed her hands in his. 

“I will just start it all anew. The same thing for us,
Hallie. I don’t always remember everything, but I am committed to the present
moment. I am committed to you. It tears me up to let you go even for just two
days. We have no real choices. Our family is our priority now,” Jake explained.


She looked worried. 

“The Senator wants you to save the world and you are worried
about us? What kind of hero are you, Monday?”

Jake felt a stab of pride and wonderment at this woman with
so much confidence in him. 

“I’m no hero, Hallie,” he said, his voice choked with
emotion. “I just want to make up for what I have done. I know it will never be
enough, but I still have to try.” 

She shook her head. 

“You don’t have to atone for anything, Jake. Just get your
butt back to us in one piece.” 

He hugged her, pressing her hair into his face. He needed
her strength. He watched her scale the steps, glancing back and waving. He
would miss her. He knew in the hours ahead he would probably regret letting her
go. He swore then that he would never do this to her again. If another time
presented itself. 




Chapter 6



Wings like Eagles

Even with the view from south-facing windows, the
approximately eight hundred square feet of the oval room felt like a prison. The
most comfortable prison ever constructed. He held a folder in his hand,
astounded that it was not an iPad or a tablet. So much has changed in
technology, but I still hold a manila folder in my hand, he thought.

He hated waiting on people. He was the President of the
United States. He should not have to wait. He smiled in spite of himself. He
was prone to these bouts of self-importance and pouting lately. Gabriel Scott
Vine, 46th President, would not live to see the 47th
President take office. That was a sobering and depressing realization. 

It was obvious to him that he would not avoid being murdered
at some point. It was everything he could do just to prevent his son from being
the one who pulled it off. 

More security would not solve the problem. The bunker was
out of the question. In the meantime he had to continue to rule and to hope
that his son was safe. 

He had avoided telling Catherine. She would only tell him to
have Jake jailed. Or worse. He did not need that headache on top of everything
else. It was a struggle to consider the nation he served in the face of
imminent, inescapable death. He had to pay for his past sins in some manner; he
just wished it would be something less definite. Less final. 

A furtive knock sounded at the west door. 

“Come in.” He knew it was not Carol, his assistant secretary.
She had left for the evening. 

The sun had not completely set yet. Catherine would be
waiting for him. She had the kitchen staff on hold. Special day. The day they
met at a rally just over a decade ago. He was never so sentimental, but he
understood that Cat held some days special above others. He usually humored her
and managed to get flowers or a special gift. He gave Carol the order to send
the flowers with a note that he would be late. A note. Should have been a text.
Or a tweet. 

“Mr. President.” The gravelly voice was familiar and always
gave him a sense of peace and safety. He needed that right now. 

Gabriel turned, forcing a warmth that he did not feel. 

“Harold. I am glad you came. I have some more issues I want
to discuss.” 

“About your son?”

“Yes. About Jake,” he gestured to the chair on his left. “Come
sit.” 

He sat at the Resolute desk, its wood almost two centuries
old. Something about the size and age of the desk gave him comfort. Harold sat
in the old chair, an extra Gabriel had suggested to be moved from the red room.
It creaked under Harold’s weight. All muscle. 

Harold looked uncomfortable. It was not the high back of the
chair—Harold had perfect posture anyway. 

“Jake is missing, sir. My team lost him after he left
Senator Swane’s mansion.” 

“I’m not concerned about that right now. He is going to hide
now. That is perhaps for the best. Surely he knows now.” 

Harold nodded. 

“We confirmed that Jake was fully informed of his actions.” 

“Was it wise to abandon the programming?” Gabriel asked. He
had always had his doubts. It was best not to mess with Jake’s head, but the
clever blocks they developed at least suppressed any emotional triggers that
would have made it easier for Jake to pull the trigger. It would be simple to
convince an assassin to kill someone they hated. 

Harold shrugged. 

“He was bound to find out sooner or later, sir. Personally,
I was surprised that Hallie did not notice his confusion. Besides, the science
of blocking memories like that is inexact at best. Between what we were doing,
Galbraith, and whoever else was in Jake’s head, it was a wonder the man didn’t
just go crazy. Senator Swane was able to break the news to him in a way that
was almost merciful, given the circumstances. The senator has really stuck out
his neck for your son, sir.” 

Gabriel felt a hot lump in his throat, emotion he thought he
would never feel. 

“That will make two of us. I guess we will both pay the
price of that folly.” 

Harold looked confused for a moment. 

“You are possibly the best protected man on the planet, sir.
Do you still feel threatened?”

Gabriel smirked. 

“I will not always be President, Harold. And there is no way
to protect me from the storm that is coming.” 

“You are the most powerful man in the world. Why are you
afraid? Your son can be handled, Mr. President.” 

“I am not afraid, Harold,” Gabriel said, an edge on his
voice. 

“I am sorry sir. I am just confused. I don’t understand
what...”

Gabriel waved away his apology. 

“Harold. Don’t waste your breath. I am not the most powerful
man in the world. Not even close. That is the first lie you have to stop
believing if you truly want to protect me. You have to see this, Harold. I
trust you. I cannot even allow the Chief of Staff or the Director see the
contents of this folder. But for you to know why I am resolved to my own
demise, you must read this folder first.” 

He slid the manila folder across the edge of the desk toward
Harold. He looked at, his fingers touching it and then glanced up at the
President, a question on his face. 

“I don’t really want to open this, do I?”

The President sighed. 

“Probably not. It is like Pandora’s Box. I found it too
tempting and now I am wishing I had never made the deal with this particular
devil. Power corrupts, Harold. Remember that. But, like a man who occupied this
desk before me was fond of saying, the ‘Buck stops here. ’”

Harold smirked. 

“Truman?”

He nodded. 

“Read it, Harold. It is a risk. You will not be able to
pretend you do not know the truth afterward. There is no going back.” 

“I will think on it, sir. As long as you are not making this
a requirement, I would rather just trust you at your word.” 

“Of course. Take your time. I believe I have at least until
after the election.” 

“They? What kind of conspiracy is this?”

Gabriel shook his head. 

“I am sorry, Harold. I am just getting paranoid. Just read
the folder if you want. If not, just leave it here at my desk.” 

Harold sat back. Gabriel had never seen him fearful or timid
before. 

“I am sorry, sir. I will help protect you the best I know
how. I will give my life to defend yours. My whole agency will. But, this
smacks of corruption and I cannot be involved in that. You will just have to
trust in our abilities with the information we have.” 

He appreciated Harold’s candor. Honesty. Something that
currency could not buy anymore. 

“I appreciate that, Harold. I am aware I am putting you in a
difficult position. I only ask that you protect my family. Especially Jake.” 

“He is one of us. Of course we will.” 

Gabriel shook his head. 

“He is no longer one of you. My guess is he is heading to New
York now to confront Kyle Evers and turn in their resignation.” 

Harold looked confused. 

“Resign? But why? We are protecting them.” 

Gabriel shrugged and pulled the folder back under the desk
to his lap. 

“He does not trust anyone. Most of all, anyone who would
like to help him. He will go it alone. I have seen him do this before.” 

“When you divorced Margaret?”

Gabriel gazed back through the portico to the Kennedy
Gardens. 

“Yes. And when she died. I knew he would never forgive me
for that. He entered the service and I knew I had lost him. I even dreamed that
as President we could finally develop at least a calculated relationship.” He
turned back to Harold. “This must sound pathetic. Commander-in-Chief to family
crisis.” 

“On the contrary, Mr. President. It sounds human. It makes
me proud to know that I am serving someone who can have real human feelings.” 

Gabriel scoffed. 

“Well, don’t tell Catherine. She will think that I am
getting soft. I will never hear the end of it.” 

Harold smiled. 

“I will guard it as the highest National Security, Mr. President.”


Gabriel stood, his hand extended. 

“Excellent. Well, Harold. I appreciate you meeting me this
evening. Now, get back to Susan before she makes you quit this thankless job of
yours.” 

Harold stood and shook his hand. His eyes were misty. 

“Yes sir.” He turned without afterthought and exited the
room. 

Gabriel stood, the rough grit of Harold’s hand still a
sensation on his palm. He sighed and put the folder on the desk. His phone rang.
It went direct. His staff was off. He had been waiting on this. He pushed the
button for the speaker. He had always hated listening to self-important bozos
talk in an empty room on a speaker phone. Now, he found it completely
indispensable. 

“Are we secure?” President Vine asked.  He always took a
brusque approach with his covert operatives.

“Yes, sir.” Gabriel noted that he did not use the term
“President.” Clever. 

“What do we know?”

“They picked him up at Kennedy airport. Shuttling him now to
Colorado.” 

The man’s tone was exasperated. He sounded as though he
desperately wanted to do something but was being held back. It reminded Gary of
when Jake was younger and wanted to join the military. He had refused to allow
him to throw away his life like that.  He regretted it now. Look where Jake
ended up.

“Denver or Colorado Springs?” He asked. 

“The bunkers, we guess. Denver is too dangerous after...well,
you heard about the incident, right?” The man explained.

“I know about Lars. You know what to do next?” Gabriel
replied tersely.

“Follow him there?”

“Yes. And Hallie?” He asked.

“Safe. For now. I think she will come to see me.” 

“Avoid her if you can. She cannot be connected to this,” the
President commanded.

“I understand. When I find him? What do you want me to do?”

“You know who the bad guys are. Take care of it.” He wanted
to sound commanding. He was perhaps too tired to pull it off. It almost came
off as a plea. 

“Yes sir. I will need a team.” 

“You will have what you need. Meet them in Denver and call
me when you have a plan and more information about their location. Let’s hope
they are not in those bunkers. I cannot access the Air Force for this, you
understand.” 

“Yes sir. Sometimes the force used needs to be in relation
to the threat, though.” 

“I said you will have what you need. Now call me as soon as
you are prepared to do something. You have my new secure cell?”

“Yes sir.” 

“I will be waiting. I hate waiting.” 

“Yes sir.” 

He hung up with the touch of a button. He stared at the
folder on the desk, the darkness finally coming. It truly was already
surrounding them. They just had never realized. America was a pawn. Actually,
it was Bishop. Controlling but one-tracked. Feeling powerful but maligned. 

Independence Day was a week away. What a joke. They had
never been free to begin with. 


∞


When the security team had rushed him at the airport two
hours ago, Jake had thought it was best not to fight back. Now, sitting in the
back of the cargo plane, he wished he had at least taken some of them down with
him. Especially the jerk with the face mask. It was a modified gas mask, making
his voice sound muffled. The guy had seen one too many comic book movies. 

The sound of the props was a roar in his ears. He was grateful.
He was able to doze. His captors sat around him smoking cigarettes and joking
harshly. He shut them out and concentrated. He prepared himself for the
inevitable. Surely, the answers lay at the end of this road. He was as lucid as
he had been in years. 

He still held the locket in his palm, the thin chain bundled
around it. The memories flooded in. Mostly good ones. It would be easier to
control him if he could not remember his wife, his child, his mother, his home.
Things that matter. Things that buttress the man he became. 

He realized then that the man that these people and events
formed had been there all along. It was a relief. It was an epiphany. It was
exactly what he needed. It strengthened his resolve. 

He cracked open his eyelids and scanned his captors. Eight
in total that he could see. He imagined that if he wanted to escape, now would
be the ideal time. Just simply overwhelm eight armed men and jump from 20,000
feet. When he got to his destination, escape would likely be impossible. 

Instead, he closed his eyes and tried to relax. He knew his
memory was not completely restored. Gaps remained, but he recalled enough to
gain his confidence. He knew enough about himself and the ones he loved to
regain a sense of direction, a sense of conviction. This made him almost feel
giddy. He tried to bottle those emotions and feed off of the energy of a
renewed spirit. 

He must have dozed because he did not remember descending. He
felt the wheels touch down. The plane jolted and bounced. He opened his eyes
and saw that he was braced by armed men. The man on his left had a bruised
cheek and a crew cut. They all looked like mercenaries and smelled like gun oil,
sour sweat, and leather. 

He saw no insignias. Ex-military, he guessed. Trained and
expensive. The bruise on his neighbor’s cheek was probably from some internal
fight set off by bravado and machismo. 

After they had taxied to a stop, he was grabbed by the
elbows and forced to stand. His manacles were unlocked while two men twisted
his shoulders until the blades touched. Another held a pistol to his temple. 

The ramp was released, its hydraulics loud in the confined
space. No one spoke. No promises, no threats, no orders. Everyone knew their
roles and no one was stupid enough to complain. 

These gents are well-paid and well-trained. Maybe I made
the right decision to not fight back, Jake thought. 

They escorted him down the ramp as a team. Two men on each
side, one in front, and three behind or flanking. He could hear their footsteps
but could not turn his head to see them. Two pistols nearby his head and three
more ready behind him. He decided the wisest decision would be to go along. 

The darkness of the airport almost made it indistinguishable.
After a moment, he saw the mountains. He looked up, realizing this was a
familiar place. He had just been here. This was Peterson Air Force Base. Why
was he here? Who were these people? How can they have access to Peterson? To
a C130 Hercules? Jake wondered. Money, of course. Jake should know that
money can buy just about anything. 

“Head down,” came a voice from behind. A gloved hand pushed
his head forward. He barely kept his balance. 

He obeyed. It was easier to think if he just stared at the
tarmac. His head ached from the plane ride, his ears still adjusting to the
relative silence of the base. He could see the reflection of halogen lights on
the tarmac in front of him and assumed he was being marched toward a hangar. He
wanted badly to just look up. 

By his best calculation, it was around ten o’clock, but his
little nap may have skewed his internal clock. He shuffled along, his captors
still flanking him. They were all shorter than him, but heavily muscled, built
like fire hydrants with legs. He could only see their boots and pants legs, but
nothing he saw could be remotely confused for Government Issue. 

They stopped and the barrel of a M16 was placed under his
chin. The guards in front had parted and flanked him. Two people stood before
him, a halo of light blurring their features. The taller one walked forward as
Jake squinted. 

“Glad to have you back, Jake,” Eilif said. 

Somehow, Jake was not surprised. Revenge was such a powerful
emotion. He could attest to that. He was feeling the same thing right now. It
completely formed his resolve. 

“Nice to be back,” he quipped. 

Eilif shook his head. 

“You don’t even know why you are here. Have they completely
wiped your memory, Jake? It would be too bad for you if we have to re-program
you. You might not survive this time. From what I understand of the process, it
is one step from a lobotomy.” 

Jake smirked. 

“If I had more brain to work with, I might be scared.” 

“Your humor is weak, Mr. Monday. If you were not absolutely
crucial to our plans, you would not be here now.” 

“How about you? Why are you here? I thought you were in jail.”


He shrugged. 

“Out on good behavior. Mr. Monday, I know it seems that I am
a small player in this drama. However, your recruitment was my idea in the
first place. Someone who is a common enemy to both of us plotted to use you against
me.” 

“I wish I cared. I thought it was unusual I did not just
kill you.” 

“Alas, it was against your programming. Clever little
component that will compel you to turn on yourself before you will actually
take my life.” 

“So, why Peterson?”

“Why indeed? I feel at home here among these frosty peaks. Our
bunker is a few miles off and we should head there before we are questioned by
the good folks at the base.” 

Jake tried to focus on the other individual behind Eilif. 

“Why do you need me so badly? Galbraith has dozens of
trained assassins, two divisions of mercenary armies, tons of pull in countries
all over the globe. I seem insignificant to all that.” 

“It would seem so, Mr. Monday. The only difference is that
your father is the President. Our plan is to perform a grand-scale patricide of
the current rulers of the world. In most cases it takes care of two birds:  the
ruler and the successor. However, in our case in America, it simply creates
enough of a controversy for the citizens of this appalling nation to question
their government.” 

“I see. So you expect me to kill the President.” 

“Your father.” 

“I failed once. What makes you think I will succeed now? His
security has been tripled, surely.” 

Eilif squinted.

“Have you ever wondered why you are still alive, Mr. Monday?”

“It hasn’t escaped my notice, yeah.” 

He reached behind him and pulled the other person who still
stood in the backdrop of bright light. 

“It has something to do with your half-sister,” Eilif
claimed. 

“Giselle?!” 

Giselle stepped forward, her eyes staring blankly ahead. 

“Your mother would be so proud to see you two working
together again,” Eilif said. 

“My mother? I don’t understand.” 

“Of course not. Your mother and I conceived Giselle.” 

“But, how?” Jake was not sure if he was more angry, shocked,
or in denial.

“Surely, the memory of reproduction has not been erased?”
Eilif teased. 

“But, I was an only child.” 

“The only child of Gabriel and Barbara Vine, yes. Barb and I
had a relationship for years before your mother and father met. I saw her one
day in Glasgow and she spent three days with me in the Alps. This was two years
after you were born. She hid the pregnancy, took a trip to Europe for
‘humanitarian concerns’ and then gave me legal custody of Giselle.” 

“That cannot be true.” 

“Your mother hated your father. He had betrayed her while
serving in the state legislature. She soon began to hate all that he stood for.”


He swallowed, realizing the implications, understanding for
the first time why he found Giselle so compelling but so taboo at the same time.


“Why did they wait so long to get divorced, then?”

“Image matters most. It had to appear as though it was a
natural divorce. And because of you, of course. They both loved you so much,
Jake,” Eilif mocked. 

“What have you done to her?” Jake asked, indicating Giselle
with his eyes. He resisted calling her “my sister.” 

“The same thing we will do to you if you refuse to submit to
new programming voluntarily.” 

Jake squinted, anger welling into his throat.  He felt his
right eye twitch. He took another look at his sister (half-sister) and relented.


He allowed himself to be taken to a black Ford Expedition
and shoved inside. His friends from the C130 sat beside him, behind him, and in
front. Eilif and his charge were escorted to another vehicle and they quickly
exited Peterson. Soon, they were climbing the mountain passes on the west side
of Colorado Springs. 

When Jake saw the massive doors of the underground facility
open and the dozens of security personnel, his heart sank. The bright flame of
his revenge and resolve burned white coal hot. If he ever got out of here,
everyone would pay.





Chapter 7



Apocalypse Later

Eilif stared through the glass separating the bank of
computers and instruments from the brightly lit room with simple furnishings
and a solitary chair with straps. Jake sat limp in the chair, his hands and
feet held securely in place by leather and steel. 

“He looks totally harmless there in the chair, doesn’t he?”
Clarence asked behind him. 

Eilif was irritated that Clarence had shown up just as they
arrived. Giselle was removed and hidden by his team before Clarence could see
her. He could not abide his daughter being used against him like Jake had been.


Eilif tried to swallow his pride, but the thought that
Clarence had been involved with the Mystery Man since the start really brought
out his competitive spirit. Actually, his murder-at-all-cost spirit. 

“If we gave him half a chance, he would take out every one
here.” 

Clarence scoffed. 

“You are beginning to think like an American. He is not
Rambo or Arnold Schwarzenegger. He is human. He can be pumped full of chemicals
like now or pumped full of bullets.” 

“You underestimate him. I am surprised you do not have a
greater concern.” 

“Oh, he can put a knife where it hurts most. He can twist a
man into a pretzel in four seconds. He has an uncanny ability to move through a
room full of armed men and not get shot. He has instincts for violence and
defense that are finely honed and made even sharper by our treatments.” Clarence
shrugged. “He is the perfect assassin. Especially for our purposes.” 

“You know, you make it sound like it was your plan all
along, Clarence.” 

Clarence smirked smugly. Eilif wanted to strangle him right
then. 

“Of course, we took your initial plan to use Jake to
assassinate his father to even greater use. Your motivation, you have to admit,
is rather petty and vindictive.” 

“Killing the most powerful man on earth is petty to you? How
is your plan grander than the one I initiated over ten years ago?” Eilif hated
when he had to raise his voice. It made him seem small and whiny. 

Clarence rolled his eyes and sighed. 

“You are allowing your emotions to overcome your judgment,
Mr. Nicholaisen. Surely you see that your purpose was completely driven by
personal vendetta, pure and simple. We have taken that plan, genius as it was,
and improved upon it by multiplying the effect and giving it a greater purpose.
Not only do we create a power vacuum that only our consortium can fill, we also
undermine the public opinion of governments worldwide. ‘They cannot protect
you,’ we will say. ‘They are only interested in your money and your votes. ’  ‘They
only want to control you. ’  ‘Here, look, we have the key to world hunger,
clean drinking water, security, the cure for cancer, the cure for this terrible
disease that is running rampant. Only we can help you. Only we can help the
world find peace and prosperity.’ We will suck them in and then we will truly
have the rule for the first time in centuries. We should never have
relinquished it in the first place.” 

“Very melodramatic, Clarence. I think you are over reaching.”


“Perhaps you are underestimating us, Eilif.” Clarence
looked at him, his smugness and superiority emanating from him like a beacon. “I
thought you were on our side, Eilif. One of us. Were we wrong?”

Eilif swallowed his anger. He pushed down on the fear that
wrenched at him, realizing that his words and attitude were necessary to keep
his head above the waters that threatened to drown him. He thought he had
control. The longer he hitched his wagon to these mongrels, the more he
realized he had made a mistake. It did not matter. To resist would have meant
death or worse anyway. He did not have a choice. You were either for them or
against them. 

“Of course not,” he said gruffly. “I simply want credit
where credit is due.” He pointed to Jake through the glass. “The first tool in
our plan is my brain child.”

“Don’t get too confident, Eilif. Understand that our plan
will be initiated whether we have Jake available or not. Timing is everything. We
cannot allow the election to take place. We need President Vine removed
immediately so that we can move forward. We need to leave the world with no
choice. It has to happen soon.” 

“We will have to run some tests. We are safe here. It will
buy us some time to make sure there are no mistakes this time.” 

Clarence turned his attention to the bank of computers. The
technicians had been relieved of their duties for the night. The monitors were
on auto-pilot. 

“There can certainly be no more errors. I am now in charge
of ensuring that the American portion of this operation succeeds. I will not
allow failure,” Clarence said. 

He kept his back to Eilif. Eilif bristled at his gall. He
was in charge? He would not allow failure? 

“What could go wrong?” Eilif asked, grasping at a response
that would hide his contempt, his anger, and his hurt pride. 

Clarence turned to him, a quizzical look on his face. 

“Really? ‘What could go wrong?’ First of all, Jake can
resist your programming. Despite your best efforts, he can spoil this most
important mission. Second of all, you can have a change of heart and allow your
daughter to continue to live, disregarding a direct command. Third of all, you
can continue to pretend you have it all together when we all know you are
falling apart. Your entire organization is in shambles. Your inner sniping
between executives, your questionable loyalties, your shady dealings with terrorists
and drug cartels, and even your vaunted real estate holdings are all coming
apart at the seams, like an over-worn garment. What could go wrong? You can
continue to question me as though I am your employee.” 

“Who do you think you are?” Eilif asked, seething. 

Clarence turned and grabbed Eilif by his ascot, pulling it
from his inner vest. 

“Not some bloody pretender, that is for certain,” he said,
his lips in a snarl of anger and disdain. The knife he held at Eilif’s gut was
short but double-edged and almost two inches wide. 

Eilif backed up, sweat beading his upper lip, his eyes
distended. He would never have imagined Clarence reacting violently. He was
such a proper gentleman. And the veiled threat about Giselle. That had almost
stopped his heart. He knew!

“Sinegem is not entirely my mistake!” He proffered. 

Clarence’s eyes darted from the knife to Eilif’s vest. Eilif
stood, his hands out in a warding gesture, his chest heaving in panic. 

“That is true. Mr. Chen is mostly responsible for that mess.
Maybe I am placing too much blame at your feet, Mr. Nicholaisen. You are merely
a stakeholder who has been allowed a voice. Understand, though, that we will
allow no such error of judgment in the Coalition.” 

“Of course not. You have my loyalty,” Eilif said, his voice
coming out in a squeak. He had to stop himself from saying, you have my
fealty. 

The knife disappeared. So did the demon that had inhabited
the body of Clarence. That was surely what had transpired, Eilif thought. His
eyes had seemed to glow red, his nostrils to smoke, and his body to grow taller
and broader as he had threatened him. Now the physically meek and calculating
Clarence had returned, his manners perfect, his voice sounding superior rather
than threatening. 

“If only we could ensure that loyalty, Mr. Nicholaisen. Alas,
we only have words. Of course,” he glanced behind him, a smile edging at his
thin, pursed lips, “we can always manufacture loyalty to some degree, I suppose.”


The threat was not lost on him. He could feel his hands tremble
with rage and fear. To lose control to a man he felt was inferior was one thing
and to be threatened with a total lack of control was another entirely. 

“That will not be necessary. Proof of my loyalty will be
provided once Mr. Monday has performed his mission.” 

“How can we know that is loyalty, Eilif? Does it not still
fulfill your dream of vengeance against Gabriel Vine? And how exactly do we
interpret the further existence of your daughter? She was not in the lab at
Galbraith. She was not at the facility at Sinegem. Is that what passes for
loyalty these days?” He wiped his hands with a pocket kerchief and smiled
gently. 

“I don’t know...”

“Of course you don’t,” Clarence snapped, turning away. He
opened the door. 

Giselle stood there flanked by two of his security personnel.


Eilif was stunned, his mouth agape. He could not move. He
felt his knees weaken and his hands wrench against the table behind him for
balance. 

“How did she...” he began, already forming lies and denials in
his head. He had never been an effectual liar. He dealt in truths, even when
those truths hurt. 

“Oh, do not worry, my dear Mr. Nicholaisen. We are fully
aware of your love for your daughter. Why else would you subject her to these
petty games of vengeance and incest? What? You did not know that we were aware
of her lineage?” Clarence traced the lines of Giselle’s cheek and stared at
Eilif. “Why, the bones!  The fine-china complexion!  The absolute class and sexual
energy. Those could only be traits she received from her mother, Barbara Vine. Or
should I say Barbara Monday?” He glanced at Jake in the next room. 

“Let me ask, though:  did you tell Giselle this truth? Surely
she would have wanted to be reunited with her mother, the great Barbara Monday.
Why not? Barbara was philanthropic, she supported the arts, she gave to the
poor, she championed the little guy, and she fought the kind of corrupt bureaucracy
that her husband served. And she paid the price, didn’t she?”

Eilif felt his lip trembling. He did not want to answer. He
knew he would sound petulant, fearful, or resentful. He would certainly not
sound loyal. He kept his eyes on the men beside Giselle. They seemed placid,
peaceful, their rifles at the ready. They wore no emotion. It was then that he
understood. 

“You have enthralled all of our forces, haven’t you?” It
came out as accusation, much to his displeasure. He cringed as he asked the
question. Clarence seemed not to mind, though. He seemed absolutely giddy. 

“Why yes. We did. It was quite the feat, I must admit. There
were so many. Several resisted, I am afraid.” He looped a finger around in a
circle near his head, the kerchief dangling from his fingers, a wicked smile
across his face, “Tends to scramble the insides when they do that, doesn’t it? Bloody
mess, really.” He shrugged. “I suppose we win some and we lose some.” He
glanced back at Giselle. “Did she, you know, resist?” He asked, a look
of fake horror mocking Eilif. 

“It is a stasis program. She is functioning normally but
cannot speak or act on her own.” 

Clarence nodded in appreciation. 

“Well yes. I see now. Well, it looks as though she has wet
herself. How embarrassing. Perhaps this program needs some modification.” 

“She is scared,” Eilif said defensively. 

“Scared? Well, I suppose that would be an appropriate
response to death.” 

“What are you going to do?” Eilif asked. He was desperate. He
was almost sitting on the chrome and maple table behind him. His legs could no
longer support him. 

“Good question, Mr. Nicholaisen. Maybe that should have been
your first response. Perhaps we could have dispensed with much of this...unsavory
behavior.” 

“You have my loyalty. I will...”

“We don’t need your loyalty. I thought you knew that by now.
Tsk. Tsk.” His voice was high-pitched and grating. “But, rest assured, Eilif. I
think we can find some creative uses for your good daughter. Maybe when this is
all settled, we can tell her the truth. How would you like that? Some
father-daughter time where your daughter learns of your manipulation of her
life, of your lies, your betrayal, and your petty revenge for a woman who used
you for your wealth and your political ties in Europe.” 

“I will not allow you to talk about Barbara like that!”

Clarence looked shocked. 

“I was not aware that I needed your permission. I will leave
you here now to your pet project. See to it that the testing goes well. I will
leave you in the good hands of our newest recruits. It seems they have a high
level of loyalty. The kind that even money cannot buy.” He raised his eyebrows.
“I have to say that I am most impressed, really. It is shame you cannot have
more credit.” 

With that, Clarence turned and began to walk back toward the
door. 

“Wait!  What about Giselle?”

Clarence shrugged. 

“She will not be faking her loyalty, I am sure. We will just
manufacture it.” 




Chapter 8



With or Without You

Hallie waited impatiently for the elevator door to open. She
did not want to be in New York. She had no choice. She knew of nowhere else to
go. She could have called. Should have called. It was late. Barney at
the front desk said that, to his knowledge, Mr. Evers had not left. Hallie had
waited forty eight hours and then when she did not hear from Jake, she went
into action. 

Of course, the burner cell phone was disconnected. She had
no other way to track Jake. Kyle was the only one she could ask. She was not
sure she could even trust him. 

Finally, the chime sounded and the doors opened. Immediately,
she could tell something was wrong. A light flickered at the end of the hall
and papers littered the receptionist’s lobby. 

She pulled her sidearm from beneath her jacket and leaned
against the wall. She controlled her breathing and listened carefully. All she
could hear at first was an electronic buzzing. She resisted the urge to cry out
for Kyle. 

Then she heard a groan. Hallie crouched down low and crept
down the hall toward the lobby, her eyes scanning ahead. Her heart pounded in
her chest. 

The glass entry was broken, the glass scattered on the floor.
Hallie was glad she did not take off her heels. The glass crunched under her
shoes and she grimaced. She worried that whoever had attacked the office was
still here. She would rather have the element of surprise. 

In the back of her mind she was dreading having to use her
weapon again. She knew it was necessary, but she was still recovering from the
psychological scarring of taking a life. Two. She gripped the SIG Sauer
tighter, confident in her ability to use it, but anxious. 

Hallie ducked behind the receptionist’s desk, avoiding the
glass from the entry and putting her back against the wall. It was darker here
and she was afforded a great view out into the cubicles and offices beyond. No
one stirred. The only lights on were the running lights along the center to
illuminate the cubicles. 

The groan came again. It was originating from the office
closest to the waiting area. Kyle’s office. She took a deep breath and raced as
quietly as she could across the carpet to the doorway. With her back to the
wall, she breathed slowly through pursed lips. She used one hand to pat her
handbag in her pocket. It held a spare magazine. 

Hallie counted to three and pivoted quickly into the open
doorway. She was immediately assaulted with the musky-pungent, iron-rich scent
of blood. The floor was covered in a large pool of it. 

Kyle lay draped over the desk, his face a mask of pain. He
licked his lips and groaned again. A red stain blossomed on the front of his
shirt and his right arm seemed twisted at an impossible angle. 

Then she saw the other body at Kyle’s feet. A small man in a
dark, tight-fitting outfit. One that she imagined that Jake wore from
time-to-time as an assassin. His face was not visible, but she could tell by
the back of his skull that he was East Asian. What appeared to be a Yakuza
tattoo curled up around the base of his neck and down one exposed arm. 

The blood on the floor was mostly his. 

Hallie used her foot to turn him over. His eyes were glazed
over and his mouth slack. The blood was coming from his head. Something had
caved in the front of his skull, bone fragments and brain matter were plastered
to the carpet where his head lay. Hallie tried to contain her bile. She put a
hand to her mouth and began to wretch. 

“No stomach for it, Monday?” Kyle asked. His laugh was
punctuated by coughs and a grunt as he sat up. 

He held a bloody paperweight in his good hand. The other
hand was misshapen, the thumb pulled back at a sharp angle and his index finger
severed. The shoulder and elbow had been broken or dislocated. 

Kyle caught her staring. 

“He must have thought I was right handed,” he chuckled
wickedly. Coughed again. Blood spattered onto his shirt. “Ugh. I think he still
killed me,” he admitted. He kicked the assassin in the chest, rolling him over
onto the floor onto his back. 

“We need to get you to a doctor,” Hallie said. She did not
holster her pistol. 

Kyle looked at her, pointed to the pistol in her hand with
his eyes. 

“You don’t trust me?”

She felt like crying. 

“I don’t know who to trust anymore.” 

“Fair enough. Do you think they would send someone like him
to kill someone like me if I wasn’t someone you could trust?”

“Why didn’t you tell Jake about Camilla?” she asked. She
fought the accusative tone in her voice. If Kyle was right, it would be unfair
for his last breaths be spent in an interrogation.

She had to control herself. She was on the edge of crying. That
would ruin it. With men, sometimes a well-placed cry could move mountains. Other
times, crying was a trigger for men to dismiss everything you were saying. 

He shook his head as if drugged, his eyes closing in slow
motion. 

“He was too vulnerable. I could not tell him yet. He was
processing too much too fast. He hadn’t even come to grips with almost killing
his father.” He spoke as if in a dream. 

“Kyle. Wake up.” Hallie fought the urge to shake him. “Jake
didn’t know that Gabriel was the President. He didn’t know it was his father. How
did that not ever come up?”

Kyle opened his eyes, his body swaying. He put the hand with
the bloody paperweight on the desk for support. He breathed heavily. 

“Oh. Well. That explains a lot. It never came up directly. We
can watch the footage again. We kept things formal out of respect. You know,
called him President or Commander in Chief. Things like that. Professional. We
did it all professional. Out of respect.” Kyle coughed again. He seemed genuine.
He was dying. Who lied when they were dying? 

“We have to get you to the hospital, Kyle. Come on.” She
grabbed him under an arm. 

He shook her off. 

“No. It’s too late. You can’t waste any time. Jake is in
danger. They have him.” 

“Who? Who has him?”

Kyle closed his eyes and shook his head. 

“Them. We don’t know who they are. No names. We have a code
for them. Them. Very powerful. More than money. More than murderers. We think
they have infiltrated the government.” 

“Who is we? Infiltrated where?”

“We. We are the government. The Service. The CIA. NSA. FBI. The
Senate. Even Gabriel.” 

“Gabriel? What do you mean?”

Kyle coughed again. This time his body seemed to shake and
he began to collapse. Hallie caught him under an arm again and lifted him up,
her hand bringing his chin up so she could look him in the face. 

“Kyle!  Talk to me. Jake is in danger. Gabriel is one of
them...”

“No. Gabriel is one of us. We. We. We might fail. We might
not be able to protect him anymore. Not from Jake. Not from anyone. It is
bigger than that even.” 

“Do you mean the Consortium?”

He perked up at that. 

“How do you know?” He asked, lucidity coming back slowly,
like a body drifting back to the surface of a lake. 

“Senator Swane.” 

Kyle smiled. Blood stained his lips. 

“There are some heroes in the world still.” He struggled to
sit back on the desk. “Just let me sit for a while. It hurts too much to stand.”


“What did he do to you?”

He laugh-coughed. 

“What didn’t he do? Crazy son of a....” he spit a red glob
onto the floor at the assassin’s feet. “I think he broke a rib and punctured a
lung, maybe more. Broke at least four fingers, my elbow.” He indicated his
right arm. “Messed that up pretty well. Had me screaming my mother’s name at
one point I think. Man, I am such a wimp,” he lamented. 

Hallie patted him on the back. 

“No. You are brave. A hero. We owe you big time, Kyle.” 

He looked at her, his eyes sad and remorseful. 

“You don’t owe me anything, Hallie. You were right not to
trust me. We were using both of you. After Jake went dark, we used you. We
shared Jake’s information. We augmented his programming ourselves.” 

“Lars?” Hallie felt the old anger swelling to the surface
and she fought it back.

“Yes. We were working with the CIA finally. It was supposed
to be a joint operation.” 

“Violet?”

“Yes.” He swallowed. “They were turned on us. The
information was going both ways. We knew, but we wanted to know who was pulling
the strings because it wasn’t Galbraith.” 

“What do you mean?”

He shook his head. 

“We never found out.” His chin slumped to his chest and his
breathing came slower. “I guess we will never know. Please forgive me, Hallie.”
He never looked up. His life just wound down slowly. 

Hallie stood in front of Kyle, lifting his chin. 

“Kyle!  Where did they take Jake? You have to tell me.”

She watched Kyle make an effort to pull himself out of the
dive.  She could see the light leaving his eyes like water going down a drain. 

“He put the information on a flash drive. In his pocket. I
have all kinds of stuff on there about them. I couldn’t understand it all.” He
said. His voice was just a whisper now. “Colorado Springs. He may be gone now,
though.” 

“Gone where?”

“DC. Maryland, maybe?”

“They want Jake to murder his father?”

“I guess that is easy to figure out for everyone but him. He
can’t though,” Kyle said, his voice winding down like his batteries were dying.


Hallie blinked away tears. Was she crying for Kyle or for
Jake? Both? 

She grabbed the wrist of his good arm. No pulse. Hallie
called security and exited the building under the cover of emergency personnel.
Someone would have to call Maddy, Kyle’s wife. Someone would have to do a crime
scene investigation. Someone would play back the recording from the cameras. She
only had so much time. 

It was up to her. It had always been up to her. She
extracted $2,000 cash from her credit card. She would visit her bank tomorrow
and withdraw the remaining $4,500 savings. She hoped that her Agency-issued
card would work one last time. 

Hallie was grateful when the attendant at LaGuardia allowed
her to book her flight to Washington with the Agency Visa. She passed security
with her badge, smiling politely at the TSA official. The smile was not
returned. 

Her JetBlue flight didn’t leave for three more hours so she
visited Bijoux Terner and got a new handbag, a scarf, and a beret. She pulled
her hair back and looked at herself in the mirror. She added some heavier
makeup to hide her eye color and changed out of her blouse and discarded her
blazer. The skirt would just have to do. She bought a t-shirt and a new pair of
sandals from “Life is Good.”  What a joke!  She was tired of the heels, anyway.


Finally, she got a sandwich from Angelina’s Paninis and
settled down to wait in the bright chairs, staring out into the darkness and
blinking lights. She debated who she could trust to call. Should she risk
everything and ask for help? Would the senator keep sticking his neck out for
them? She decided it was up to her. Jake was her responsibility. She just
wished she knew where he was. 

She thought back to Kyle. He had died so inelegantly. Her
fingerprints were everywhere. She worked there, so that would not be abnormal. But
she had checked in at the desk. She was certainly on camera. Her voice surely
was recorded on the security tapes when she called it in.  

She could not afford to worry about those things. She tried
to distract herself. 

Hallie glanced up at one of several large flat screens. CNN
was on. Something was happening. Further down the terminal she could hear an
echo of a set that had the sound turned up. Several travelers were gathered
around the set in a semi-circle. 

She considered just sitting still and maybe getting a
snooze, but some dark premonition made her get up and walk up to the group, her
eyes taking in the spectacle on the television. 

“...the embassy was attacked at approximately 6:20 am. Only
service personnel were present at time. US consulate offices, CDC, and INL
personnel have been taken to a secure location. The attack is believed to be
orchestrated by a terrorist group tied to Islamic extremists. Connections to
drug trafficking have also been suspected. US officials have no comment at this
time...”

Hallie reached forward and tapped an older gentleman on the
shoulder. He turned, his eyes quizzical. 

“Where is this?” Hallie asked. 

“South Sudan American Embassy.” He turned back to the news. 

Hallie tried to do the math. Was Sudan eight hours ahead?
Six?

“...No word officially from President Vine, but Niles Trent,
his press secretary has hinted at a press conference perhaps in the morning. This
is the third major attack this year in South Sudan. In May, Lebanese ambassador
Fadi Hajjar, was attacked by Hezbollah militants in Juba, setting off a
firestorm of support for Jewish residence in Sudan. Speaking for the...”

Of course, Hallie thought. A press conference. They
have infiltrated the press. At least now she knew where she would be able
to find Jake. 




Chapter 9



Natural Born Killer

The hardest part about pretending was that part of him
wanted to be here. It was familiar ground. The Marine sentry with his
ridiculous rigidity. The Secret Service personnel tired, wired, and alert. The
agents with binoculars and high-powered rifles on the rooftop. The smell of the
roses wafting up to greet him as he entered the West Wing. The pristine
whiteness symbolizing good. It was all comfort to him. 

Jake flicked the press pass on his jacket and tried to smile
as he was checked by yet another security personnel. Everyone seemed to go
through the motions. 

He had passed all the tests. Yet he still had a convoy of
consortium five-v’s following him into the packed press room. It amazed him the
depth of the corruption. He saw several looks of recognition and they nodded. Like
they were all in on this. They knew who he was. He was fooling no one. 

He wondered for a moment how this could have happened. The
Agency was an elite group of men that were dedicated. He did not understand how
they could be involved in a conspiracy to kill the man they were sworn to
protect. He felt sorry for his father for the first time in over a decade. 

Jake squeezed into the room. Gentle pushing, awkward smiles
and the press of bodies was unavoidable. Camera equipment, men in ties and
women in heels vied for room, for line of sight, and for front row status. He
could smell hair gel, dry cleaning chemicals, and chewing gum. His stomach
lurched. He had not eaten. The chemicals in his system still corrupted his
bloodstream. His head pounded. He tried to concentrate. One lapse would mean
that the programming would overcome his barriers. 

Now that he was this close, he had no idea of how to proceed.
The plan had been to follow protocol until he could assess his opportunities. He
glanced around the room. He recognized some of the agents. They were studiously
ignoring him. 

He pulled out the recorder from his jacket pocket. It was
larger than most. That was because it was also a retractable stiletto, though a
short one. The length did not matter. It only needed to be three to four inches
to reach the heart. Razor thin and less than two inches deep to slice the
jugular or carotid (but messy). A thin wire could kill silently and quickly. Exsanguination
would take less than ten seconds. 

The device he held was designed to be somewhere between a
stiletto and a dirk, actually. Its base was thicker, but without the stiletto’s
triangular configuration. Still, it was a puncture weapon, not a slicing weapon.
The dirk needed to be placed with almost surgical precision. 

The typical human heart was less than three inches across. Easy
target to miss. Especially on someone who was large. 

He thought of these things, oddly comforting statistics he
processed without effort, like a baseball player considering a curve ball in
the half second it took to travel from the pitcher’s hand to the plate. 

Meanwhile, he watched with heavy-lidded eyes the congested
room. He wondered what his next move should be. No matter what he did, it would
be akin to suicide. And, where would he go? He knew he had to do something to
stop them. If he failed to murder his father, then surely they had someone else
prepared to do the deed and then somehow pin it on Jake. And if he went through
with it, then what? Dead, of course. Which explained the nods. They were not
just going along, they were preparing for target practice. It was their turn to
play hero. 

How were they going to explain letting him in, though? It
was obvious. Someone was already lined up to take the fall. Maybe Randy, the
new guy or Howard Ettle, the veteran. Both were on service. Neither had seen
him. The deviousness of the entire operation was almost inspiring. 

“It was confirmed to be the Hezbollah,” one correspondent
shared with another. They both nodded. Jake tried to shut out the buzz of conversation,
the constant rustling. 

Jake understood that an embassy had been attacked. People
had died. 

It was strange to him. People died every day. Children died
of disease and malnutrition. Women died from abuse and neglect. Young people
died from drug overdoses. Mothers died in childbirth. 

They did not get a press conference. The President did not
speak for them. Yet, attack a building designated as American property on
foreign soil and the press came out in droves, the President prepared a speech,
and people threw their arms up in rage and despair. 

Jake was prone to bouts of irony. 

Then, it came to him. He knew what he needed to do and how
he would do it. The room was chaotic enough that it might just work. 

Jake edged his way forward, excusing himself and watching
the agents as they tried to ignore his progress. Several of the press
correspondents looked at him askance. He knew he was unknown among them and
they wondered who the new guy was pushing forward like a rookie, overlooking
press decorum. He would probably get his membership to WHCA revoked. 

As he pushed forward, he wondered if the attack in Juba had
been manufactured in order to get this press conference scheduled. The timing
seemed coincidental. As more of the conspiracy was exposed to him, he became
impressed with the strings of the marionette. So many people and events were
being orchestrated. From what he could tell, only a handful of people were
responsible. It was impressive and frightful. 

He held the recorder in front of him, judging the distance
to the podium. Several security and officials milled around the stage, turning
on the media at the podium, wiping fingerprints off the plasma display to the
left of the podium and generally looking busy. Two men in suits stood by the
door, their right hands over their left wrists, eyes scanning the press corps. 

It was odd that his exodus from the back of the room to near
the front, poised just opposite of the two dozen cameramen, had garnered no
alarm from the security in the room, but concerned looks from the veteran press
correspondents. Two of the consortium five-vs were at the back of the room
monitoring monitors. Cameras were everywhere. The Press Pool cameras were
trained on the podium. This assassination would be better documented than Kennedy’s.



∞

“Arrest her.” 

Hallie had never heard those words uttered toward her before.
She supposed she deserved it, but not for Kyle. She was only mildly surprised
that they had implicated her so soon. 

“Wait. No. I need to talk to Director Loxley,” she said as
calmly as possible. She understood that if she maintained her composure, they
would be more likely to at least listen. 

Still, one of the Agents grabbed her wrist and put a
handcuff on it. She did not resist. She looked from one to the other, hoping
that they would make eye contact with her. 

She had to look bedraggled. She had spent the night in the
airport. She wore a neon t-shirt and a dark blue scarf. Out of desperation, she
had come to the Secret Service Headquarters, just a few blocks east and north of
the White House. 

She wanted to cry, but that would be worse than flailing and
screaming. 

“I am agent Hallie Monday, and I need to speak to Director
Loxley. President Vine’s life is in danger.” She added that last bit for effect.
Of course, it was true. She also risked interrogation about the validity of
that announcement in lieu of her demands. She was only making an educated guess
that Harold was here. Often, he headed up the five-man personal protection team
that surrounded President Vine where ever he went. 

“We know who you are, Agent Monday. You have been identified
by NTAC as someone who poses a high threat possibility. In addition, we are
apprehending you because you are a suspect in the investigation into the murder
of Agent in Charge, Kyle Evers.” 

“Maybe you should suspect the dead man at his feet instead. It
is Agent Evers who wanted me to relay this message in person. It was his dying
wish.” 

Easy lie. No one could deny it. It sounded good. Put Evers
in the position of a hero and her as simply a messenger. This would fit these
agents’ idea of the place for a female agent. No matter what strides they had
taken in the Agency in terms of equality, sexism was still alive in its roots. It
thrived just under the surface. Of course, it rarely was articulated publicly. 

“We have already contacted Director Loxley. He has agreed to
meet with you before we process you for arraignment. Would you like for us to
read you your rights now or after you tell your lies to the director?”

Hallie bit back her anger. He was provoking her. 

She knew she had little chance of getting close to the
President this morning unless she enlisted the assistance of someone they both
trusted. Harold Loxley was the President’s friend as well as in charge of his
protection details. 

Hallie looked the agent, Randall Messer, in the eye. He was
almost a foot taller than her. His light blue eyes and short-cropped dark hair
reminded her of a friend she had growing up. Agent Messer was just doing his
job. In fact, he was using a technique on her that she would use herself. Hallie
resisted smiling. 

“You are welcome to read me my rights any time you deem it
necessary, Agent Messer.” 

“Can I ask what you think you were doing coming here after
what happened in New York? Leaving the scene of a crime is a felony and against
regs.” 

She fixed him with a cold stare. 

“I thought you wanted to recite Miranda?”

He sighed. 

Just then, a man burst through the door just down the hall. The
door slammed back against the marble tile wall of the entry. 

“Let her go. She’s with me. This is a national emergency,”
he said, brandishing a badge. The agents stepped back. Behind the man, four
Secret Service Emergency Response Team members came through the door carrying
submachine guns and scowls. Two of them were bald, which made them look even
sterner. But she could not take her eyes off the young man with the badge. 

He wore a dark blue suit, cut in athletic style, a light
blue tie that accentuated his eyes, and he carried himself with confidence. 

“Who are you?” Agent Messer asked. He seemed taken off
guard, but still wary. 

“Calvin Royster with the National Threat Assessment
Committee. If this is Hallie Monday, I need her to come with me right away.” 

“She is being held for questioning for the murder of Kyle
Evers, Agent in Charge of the New York City Office,” he protested. 

“Calvin? The Calvin?” Hallie asked. She wanted to laugh. She
was still in handcuffs, though, and so she felt that would be a poor life
choice. 

He gave her an irritated glance. 

“Yes. Lars is my biological father. We have been fighting
the wrong people all along, it seems.” 

“What do you have to do with Jake and Galbraith?”

“I can explain later. It is important that we get to the
White House Brady Press Room right away. We only have thirty minutes.” 

Hallie was relieved to feel one of the agents slip off her
handcuffs. She turned and gave a smile of gratitude. 

“This does not mean you are cleared of suspicion. We will
have to. .” 

Calvin put his hand on Agent Messer’s shoulder and looked
him in the eye. The four ERTs flanking him were certainly intimidating. 

“We will discuss this once we get back, Agent Messers. This
is not your concern. We appreciate your commitment to your duty. I am not
appraised of the situation in New York, but I am positive Mrs. Monday is not
responsible for murdering her superior. You must trust me. This country we
serve is under attack as we speak and I cannot allow you to stand in the way of
protecting the President and his staff. With your leave, sir, I will take
custody and full responsibility of Mrs. Monday.” 

“There is paperwork...”

“Shove the paperwork!  We are leaving now!” 

Calvin grabbed Hallie and took her back up the hall the way
he had come. She glanced back, and saw the three agents that had apprehended
her. One shook his head with chagrin. Messer stood with his fists and his jaw
clenched. Internal struggles were so fun. 

“I thought you said we need to get to the White House,” Hallie
noted as he dragged her along. 

“We will never make it. Rush hour traffic, too many people. We
have to keep panic down. There is a tunnel that connects. We will have to walk
briskly. Are you up for it?”

She had never heard of a tunnel from the Headquarters to the
Whitehouse before. 

“Sure. I can keep up.” 

“I only ask because you seem a little bedraggled.” 

“Thanks. Sorry I didn’t have time to shine my shoes and
brush my teeth on the flight.” 

“What happened in New York?” He asked, looking back for a
moment. She just shook her head. 

“I think it was Galbraith. Kyle gave me this,” she held up
the flash drive. “He said he found out several connections that would give us
some idea what is going to happen. Evidently, they wanted the information.” 

“We suspected Kyle had been compromised. He may have had
second thoughts and they came back to eliminate him.” 

She shook her head. 

“I cannot believe Kyle would do that.” 

“Yeah. I know. Me either. I wouldn’t think that my father
would turn against the CIA and your husband, either. He was sent to protect him
and feed him information. Not kill him.” 

“I see what you mean. So, all that stuff that Jake said
about Darius and Sinegem? What was that?”

They ducked inside a small room. The ERT guys were not even
breathing hard. Hallie was winded from talking and walking so quickly. They
opened what appeared to be a safe in the wall. She had no idea where they were.
It was the first floor. She spent practically no time down here when she and
Jake were stationed in Washington. 

Inside the safe, aluminum stairs led down into darkness. As
they descended, gas lights flared with an audible popping sound. A concrete
tunnel lay ahead, about six feet across and six feet tall. The poor ERT guys
had to hunch and walk, their FN-P90s held out at an angle across their bodies.
The tunnels appeared to have been built in the fifties.  At intervals, small
alcoves housed a table, a lamp and some various supplies.  

“It was my father’s program. He was trying to weaken Sinegem
from the inside. He was targeting large stakeholders. It was dangerous stuff. He
got caught. Plus, we did not know at the time that Jake was being
counter-programmed.” 

“What do you mean?”

Calvin sighed and rolled his eyes. 

“We were working with Agent Evers and your department, the
CIA, and the NSA on a program to develop a threat assessment model that took
into account not only our assets but our allies as well. We were creating a
global database of the most influential terrorist threats and national security
threats that we have ever had access to.” 

“Then what happened?”

“The entire protection apparatus failed.” 

Hallie almost stopped walking. That would be a nightmare. 

“How?”

“We cannot pinpoint how long, is the worst part. We noticed
some anomalies at first—bank accounts, visa discrepancies, travel itinerary
inconsistencies, and odd pairings of personnel and accumulations of money. We
immediately suspected some sort of localized corruption. Perhaps an agent or
two. Then, we were getting these same reports from our sister agencies. Treasury,
FBI, NSA, CIA. Now, for some of those guys, those sorts of things are common,
every year occurrences. For us, it was unusual but not unheard of. You remember
Colombia, right?”

Hallie shook her head in disgust. 

“Yeah. Big black eye. Typical macho bull. No offense, guys.”
She said the ERT closest to her. She smiled. He returned the smile. Did not say
a thing. 

“Anyway, we suspect now that there is widespread corruption
of our system at all levels and in multiple areas. Everything from water and
electric CEO’s at large municipalities to senators and members of the
President’s cabinet, to Supreme Court judges, some of the Joint Chiefs, and
several key ambassadors.” 

“How can you be sure? That sounds like it is too rampant.” 

They turned a corner. The tunnel was well lit but damp. It
was painted a dull gray and the floor was an aggregate concrete popular in the
forties and fifties. 

“That’s just the thing, we can’t. It might all be a ploy to
throw us off. We’ve considered that. It is the main reason we have failed to
apprehend anyone yet. Until now.” 

Hallie looked up at Calvin as he pulled ahead. 

“Senator Swane?”

“Yes. Nancy died and he came to us.” 

“When?”

“The night you left. She passed in her sleep. Peacefully. We
think it was mercy killing but we can’t be sure. It doesn’t matter. Robert
wanted to let us know the whole thing. He said it was too dangerous for only
Jake to know.” 

“How did he find you? We didn’t even know who you worked
for?”

He finally smiled. 

“Yeah. It was meant to be that way. I work directly for
President Vine. Even Director Loxley did not know my full capacity. The NATC is
well known, of course. It was President Vine who pulled our activities under
his umbrella.” 

“Sort of black ops,” Hallie said. She meant it as an insult.


“Actually, it is what we call red ops. We are sort of the
extra life line for the Executive Branch. We came to interview the senator
through inner channels. He didn’t know we existed until we brought him to our
headquarters.” 

“Where is he now?”

He smirked. 

“Need-to-know basis, Agent Monday. Come on, we have to hurry.
This could end badly.” 

“What is going on?”

“Jake is faking it and we have to save him.” 

“Faking it? Faking what?”

“The last time we de-programmed him, we gave him treatments
that make him immune to the chemicals they use to manipulate him. We also
inserted several micro devices that intercept the technology that they use to
control him. The only thing that will work now is the verbal-tactile triggers.”


Hallie shook her head and stopped, her hands on her knees. She
was hyperventilating. She was afraid she was affected by the tightness of the
tunnel and their pace. Her heart thudded in her chest and she could not catch
her breath. 

“You have to be kidding!” she said to the concrete at her feet.
She looked up at Calvin. He did not look apologetic at all. 

“He is in danger. The President is in danger. We did not
know Jake would pass the tests.” 

“You let him die.” 

He shook his head. 

“No. We took a calculated risk and we lost. Now we need to
fix it. Come on.” 

She put her hand to her mouth and a tear leaked out. Calvin
turned away and began to trot ahead to catch up with his team. 

“Calvin!”

He stopped and turned, his eyebrows raised. 

“Give me a gun, will ya?”




Chapter 10



The Man Behind the
Curtain

Sometimes he wished he could be in several places at once. What
he would give to be in Washington right now to watch his little drama unfold? Or
in London as the Prime Minister was exposed before being shot by the nephew he
molested as a child? Or in Paris as the French President’s wife finally kills
the Prime Minister for sleeping with her husband for almost a year? 

Instead, he sat in a recliner with a wall of massive flat screen
televisions. He hated American internet connectivity speeds. He found that his current
home, a converted 14th-century fortress in the Transylvania Alps
near Rasnov, Romania, had better connection than his homes in Montana, Maine,
or even in Texas. Somewhere below, dozens of servers whirred. Technicians
worked like slaves (extremely well-paid slaves) to access and to re-route
information. 

One thing that he did not hold in common with his
compatriots, his true brothers of Viveri, was his love of technology. He
believed that technology was finally the tool they needed to wrest power away
from those less competent. Advancements in communication, automation,
mechanics, and most importantly, medicine, would level the playing field.

Just hours before, several crises hit the globe. An attack
on an American Embassy in Juba. A scandal in London involving not only the
pedophile in the Prime Minister’s chair, but also the complete financial
collapse of the crown as well. In Amsterdam, a series of red-light district
murders were pinned on conservative police chiefs. In Tokyo, several health
care facilities were closed, the employees never showed up to work. Hundreds of
sick people were rioting in the streets.

Of course, in the next twenty-four hours complete
pandemonium would be in full force. Leaders and popular figures would bleed. The
political and social systems in the most powerful countries would collapse. The
fakers and incompetents would be replaced. The true rulers of the world would
arise, flex their considerable muscle from afar and set all things right again.
This all would take place over the next two weeks. It would take that long to
answer the millions of cries for order and peace.

Peace. That was what this all was about. Zeke Galbraith understood
the value of peace. He had dedicated his life to maintaining the balance of
power in the world by eliminating resistance to balance. His Machiavellian
philosophy required that the ends justify the means. 

The Mystery Man had been confident that Galbraith would be
an easy convert and a valued addition to the Viveri brotherhood. So far, he had
not been disappointed. They had the massive capabilities and global power of
the Galbraith Association at their disposal. The technology that he desired was
now at his fingertips. 

He raised a controller and changed a channel on the set
directly in front of him. He pulled on the crease of his slacks and put his
feet on a marble and maple table. The scene changed to a feed from an
underground bunker in Colorado. Clarence stood at a terminal nearby, a young
woman at his side. The Mystery Man grinned wickedly.

“So Clarence. I see you have my prize with you.” He let the
gravel of his voice punctuate his statement.

Clarence appeared startled for a moment and turned,
composed.

“Yes. Sir, Mr. Monday has arrived in Washington. He passed
the cortex test. He is prepped and prepared for the press conference.”

“Press Secretary Trent has come through for us, then? Good. I
had not seen the update.”

“Capitol Hill is abuzz. It is only the second terrorist
attack since President Vine lifted the sanctions in the first year of his
term.”

“He gets what he deserves. The madman actually thought he
could go around us. Today he will be repaid. There will be no mistakes this
time?”

“None that I can foresee. Over a dozen of the agents on site
today have already been compromised. The Press Secretary assures me that Jake
will have the access he needs to get within range. He will be using his
signature weapon. An improvised knife.”

“Excellent work so far Clarence.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“When can I expect the delivery of my victory prize?”

Clarence looked uncomfortable for a moment. He could tell
Clarence wanted to wipe his forehead or pull on the sleeves of his shirt. Clarence
was full of these vain idiosyncrasies, but he had faithfully served his family
for almost a decade now. Even though Clarence was prone to pride and vanity, he
was an able and motivated facilitator.

“I am afraid the package may have been damaged.” Clarence’s
voice did not sound remorseful.

“That was bound to happen. We must remember that we are
playing with the human mind. Not all minds are as pliable as our Mr. Monday’s. His
resilience is quite amazing. It is a shame that a specimen as unique as his
should be wasted on such a meaningless gesture.”

“I thought that assassinating Vine was key to your plan.”

“Don’t be disappointed if I tell you it does not matter. Our
corruption runs so deep, I could have his cleaning lady kill Gabriel in his
sleep. Catherine has phoned me twice in the last month begging me to let her do
it.”

He knew that Clarence was surprised. He was proud of him for
concealing it so well.

“Then why?” Simple question. Complicated answer. Maybe it
would be wise to cut Clarence off at this juncture.

He shrugged.

“It will be amusing to give Eilif his revenge at the cost of
his daughter’s life.”

Clarence smiled at that. He glanced back at Giselle and his
beady, watery eyes returned to the monitor.

“We will prep her for the trip, sir. Once we discover the
trigger Dr. Forsythe used, we will be able to recover most of her functions.”

“That will be delicious. I am looking forward to it. Send
her on to Rasnov with an escort. I plan on being here for the next week
watching this global drama unfurl its wings. The phoenix rising from the ashes.”
He smiled. It felt good. He put the unlit cigar to his mouth and bit down on
the end, chuckling softly.

“What do you want to do about Chen? He is making counter
moves.”

“We have China under our surveillance. Do not worry. Once
they think it won’t touch them, we will set our foot down on their neck. Rice
fields will burn, the Great Wall will fall, and their banks will fail in the
span of two days. Chen will join the ranks or fall prey to financial
destruction. There will come a great purge of the perceived nobility. When the
dust settles, we will take the reins again. With or without Chen.”

“And Granville Arms? Their shipments are not ready. Should
we put more pressure on there?”

“With the recruitment process in question, I say we just
give them a reminder. He did say by Christmas. Give him some more time.”

“I will visit him tomorrow. In the meantime, we have one
more issue.”

He hated words like “issue” or “difficulty” or “challenge.”
They all spelled the same word: failure. Clarence had a complete section of
vocabulary for these failure words. The only reason he indulged Clarence was
because he was otherwise so efficient, so unemotional, and so mechanical.

“What is it?” He tried not to allow his irritation to creep
into his voice. He kept his tone neutral.

“The recruits are resisting the programming after about
twenty four hours.”

“Submit them to re-programming, then. Or eliminate them. They
are useless to us if they think independently.”

“That is the problem, sir. Over forty percent of the
subjects reject the treatments on the second try. It completely fries their
motor and cognitive skills. Many of them go into a vegetative state. We are
quickly running out of recruits here.”

“Then scrap the whole damn thing.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Eliminate them all. Put the Sychol back into
the cases and send it to the FDA or pour it down the drain. I simply don’t care
anymore. It was a touchy science anyway. Besides, the failure of the program
will make Chen happy. He loves being right.”

“There is that,” Clarence offered. He was disappointed. The
Mystery Man could see it in his eyes. He had liked the control. Clarence was
acting like a teenager who had been told to put the electronics away for the
night.

Damaged goods. I bet.

“Concentrate on Granville for now, Clarence. And send me the
girl.”

“Yes Mr. Komnenos.”

He felt his lips press together and his eyebrows narrow.

“I hope you have a secure channel, Clarence,” he said.  He
knew that his veiled threat would cow the man.

“Of course,” Clarence stammered.  Surely, he understood his
mistake. Absolutely no one called him by his name.

“To be certain, from now on, you will resist the temptation
to reveal my name, even in supposed private.  Do you understand?”

“Of course, sir.”

“Send the girl. I am finished with you for now.”

Clarence nodded.

He changed the channel. He could barely look at the man anymore.
Clarence was practically gyrating in front of the camera. He was only mildly
successful at disguising his discomfort.

He switched back to the Washington feed. It was only minutes
before the press briefing. Clarence should be tuned in as well. He reached for
the bowl of nuts at his side and almost knocked it over. 

The feed he was watching showed several camera views at the
same time: the entrance to the West Wing, the press room itself, and a camera
on the Washington monument that overlooked the grounds, showing two entrances. Guards
at the south entrance were interrogating a man that looked remarkably like
Eilif Nicholaisen.

A sense of dread crawled up his intestines and to his heart.
Andronikus Komnenos—ancestor to the great kings of Greece whose lineage
included Constantine and known for the last two decades as the Mystery Man—felt
a sense of unraveling. He sat back and put his hands in his lap and
contemplated. People were so unpredictable. He refused to give in to despair.

He had not lied when he boasted that President Vine was just
one more chink in the armor. However, his assassination was to be the blow that
felled the giant. He pressed the zoom button and confirmed that indeed Eilif
had arrived in time to “save the day.” He could only hope that Monday would
make it quick. 




Chapter 11



A Monday Kind of Love

Jake was patient. His job often required it. However, the
others in the room seemed anxious. It was perhaps because it was so crowded. He
listened as the crescendo of voices ebbed as everyone ran out of things to say.
A sense of expectation dominated the room. The photographers behind him
muttered and shuffled. 

He could hear conversations in the hall and behind the stage.
Then, someone yelled and when Jake involuntarily glanced behind him, he saw
Eilif coming his way. 

He barely had time to register this oddity when he noted a
Secret Service ERT agent in all black had followed Eilif, his FN P90 visible. In
a room like this, the gun was truly frightening. Even with the special 5.77x28
NATO ammunition, a single burst could injure or kill several bystanders. Jake
frowned.

Why was Eilif here? Was this some sort of suicide mission? Did
the parameters change? Jake could not think on it. Eilif would reach him and he
could not let that happen. He made a split-second decision. Sometimes suicide
could be like that.

Jake turned and leaped over the front chairs, knocking over
an elderly lady slumped in the front row. He heard her topple softly to the
floor with a surprised squeal. Jake ducked under the podium, fully expecting
someone to stop him as he sprinted between two Presidential aids.

He could hear Eilif behind him. Eilif was shouting, but
others were shouting as well.

His timing was perfect. Almost. 

His father stood, straightening his tie. Director Loxley
stood behind the President looking at Jake with disapproval. His mouth moved in
what appeared to be slow motion as his eyes registered recognition. 

That was when he noticed Hallie. She was talking with Gabriel
in hushed but anxious tones. 

“Hallie!  Dad!”  Jake shouted.

Hallie saw him, her mouth falling open.

Then he was tackled from behind. He hit the carpet, his head
banging against the wall. His vision clamped down and he felt himself rolling
over in slow motion, someone pinning his hand and knocking the recorder away.

“He has a weapon, sir!” Someone yelled.

His ears rang from the hit to his head.  He blinked several
times to clear his mind.

He looked up and an agent with graying hair was holding his
index finger to his earpiece. Another agent, a man with perfect, dark skin and
close-cut hair, patted him down as he sat on Jake’s wrists with his knees. He
wanted to get up, but found it near impossible. The agent straddled him and
another agent must have been holding his ankles.

“Let him up!  He means no harm!”

A sense of pride welled up in him. Hallie was there to speak
up for him. She never stopped believing in him. It did not bother him that the
agents had caught him. 

He managed a smile.

“Thanks guys. I thought I was going to have to do something
drastic. You saved me the headache.”

“Let him up.” Hallie was reaching for him.

“Really John. I thought you played tailback. A tackle like
that, the coach should have put you on defense,” Jake teased his former
partner.

He chuckled in response and gave Jake a hand. He had known
John since they were at JJRTC together. John had spent the first week puking
his guts up from the intense work outs and the Maryland humidity. Jake had
given him a “buck up” speech and they had been friends ever since.

“You should stop trying to do an end around in front of all
the press, my man. Get up. I know this will be hard, but we will have to
process you, Jake. Please cooperate.” John’s face was grave, but his eyes
twinkled with mirth.

“I understand,” Jake said around the blood in his mouth.

“We don’t have time for this,” Hallie said, her hands on her
hips.

Jake ignored her and looked over at his father. He was in a
deep conversation with Harold Loxley and another man that looked vaguely
familiar.

Jake held his hands out as John put the cuffs on. Jake
motioned with his head to indicate the man with the President.

“You know him?” Jake asked Hallie.

She nodded, exasperated.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.”

“Calvin.”

“Lars’ son?”

“The very one.”

“I should kill him,” Jake said through clenched teeth.

Hallie smiled.

“You have something for authority figures, don’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

“He is technically your boss,” she explained with a smug
look.

Jake shook his head and looked past the door into the press
room. There was still a ruckus inside the room as three ERT agents manhandled
Eilif. They were escorting him back through the side door to the West
Colonnade.

“What was Eilif doing here?” Hallie asked.

Jake shrugged.

“I couldn’t tell if he wanted to stop me or to help me. I
guess we won’t know.”

“We have to get you out of here,” John said. “I hate to
interrupt this little reunion. Hallie, you can come with us. Director Loxley
has set up a briefing room in the Roosevelt Room. The National Security Advisor
and Agent Royster. We have to secure the President as well. So be patient.”

Jake thanked him. John was a good man and he was doing his
job.

Normally, an entry into the back room to threaten the
President of the United States would elicit a more aggressive result for the
perpetrator. He knew he was fortunate. Jake understood it mostly had to do with
his father. He glanced over at him again. So far, he had not even acknowledged
his existence.

This bothered Jake more than he wanted to admit. He wanted
some sort of response. Even a scowl of disappointment would be better than
being ignored.

Jake had spent his time in Colorado deep in the mountain
trying to remember why he had hated his father so much. Some of the answers came
easily. Many of them were petty and tied to mistakes that all people make. Jake
was more surprised by his own lack of forgiveness than he was the atrocities
that he had attributed to his father. Gabriel Vine was a vain man with
political ambitions. His drive and focus on his career had driven a wedge
between him and his wife and had alienated his son. Those were certainly not
crimes punishable by death.

Hallie followed them. They walked past the cabinet office
where several agents stood about, talking excitedly, looking for something to
do. 

John motioned two of them over.

“Take these two to the Roosevelt room. Don’t let them out,
and don’t let anyone but the Director, the NSA, the President, or Agent Royster
in to see them. Understand?”

They took over the detail of escorting them to their
temporary jail.

Jake looked at Hallie with alarm.

“Wait. How did you get here?” He asked, realizing suddenly
that her appearance was odd.

Hallie dipped her head back toward the room they had exited.

“I came up from the old pool.”

Jake remembered some of his colleagues—old school guys—talk
about it.  It was converted from bunkers built in the fifties and used to have
a button to drain the pool.

“Tunnel from nowhere?” He asked.

“Yup. Good to get you back in one piece, Monday,” She
teased.

“I love you, too, Hallie,” he said with a smile. He looked
down at her. “I have to say, you have never looked so beautiful.”

“Shut up. Flattery will get you nowhere. By the way, how’s
your head feeling right about now?”

“My noggin’s knocking, that is for sure. Between the
chemical they pumped into me and those transmitters messing with my vision, I
am just peachy.”

“I meant that gash on your forehead. Looks nasty. We’ll have
to tend to it before we start our briefing.” She looked back at their escort
and leaned in close to him, wiping some blood from the bridge of his nose with
a tissue. She took the opportunity to whisper to him.

“They never took my gun from me.”

“Good to know. Hope we don’t need it.”

Hallie looked sick for a moment, but smiled.

“Highly unlikely, Monday.”


∞

“I don’t want his actions here today to be misconstrued,”
Gabriel said.

“I’m not interested in Jake. We have bigger fish. We cannot
continue to hide your involvement with the Consortium. We have tried to keep
you out of it. The time to keep you untarnished has passed. We have to look at
the bigger picture, sir.”

Calvin was right, of course. Gabriel put his hands on his
hips and looked out across the South lawn. The morning was still young and
something told him that he was lucky to still be alive. Evidently today was
supposed to be the day and he was still standing. It almost made him
overconfident.  He was more than just fortunate, maybe he was destined.  He
decided to take some chances.

“We are out of time. This is true. They are everywhere and
nowhere, Calvin. Who do we attack? Some ancient fortress in Moldavia? A ski
resort in Scandinavia? A bank in Sweden? An arms manufacturer in Munich?”

Calvin was nodding.

“We use their own tactics against them. Small groups. Assassins.
Cut off the head of the snake. It is their very own motto.”

“The problem is, Calvin, they are not a snake. They are a
hydra with dozens of heads. We miss just one and the creature will grow them
back and come at us again.”

“Not on our watch. Someone else’s.”

He shook his head.

“Just what I want for my legacy:  the President who passed
the buck.”

“You give Harry Truman too much credit for that phrase, Mr.
President.”

Gabriel smirked at that. This was why he liked Calvin. He
was not afraid to give it to him straight, no bull.

“Still. I cannot let these people get away with this. And we
cannot allow them to continue to corrupt our system.”

“From what I can see, Mr. President, this might not be just
us.”

He turned to Calvin.

“Are you saying this is a world-wide threat?”

“Yes.  Our threat assessment software is predicting a global
event.”

“Maybe NATO is our answer, then.”

Calvin shook his head.

“You know better than that, sir. They are anti-colonial. They
are not equipped for something as delicate and complex as this. You said it
before, where do you attack?”

“Then what do you suggest.”

Calvin’s began to pace. He walked over to the chair by the
mantle.

“A global coalition of special forces, anti-terrorist teams,
specialists, covert operatives. The most highly placed assets with credentials
and untouchable by money, corruption, or external pressures. Simply put, we
need our best. We need to set aside our pride for a moment and enlist the help
of our friends.”

“I suppose you already have these measures ready to go?”

“Some of them,” Calvin admitted. He was matter-of-fact. “Give
me twenty-four hours, Mr. President, and I can have two dozen teams ready. Just
give me targets.”

Gabriel sighed. He sat down at his desk, looking at the
folder he had taken out.

“Let me think on it for six hours, Calvin. I will have your
answer before dinner.”

“Yes sir.”

“Calvin?” His eyes never left the manila folder on his desk.

“Yes, Mr. President?”

“What should we do about this?”

“Until we have it under control, we should put it in a safe
place. Then, we burn it.”

Gabriel chewed his lip. He put the folder in the compartment
under the plaque from the HMS Resolute.

“I need to see my son.”

“He’s just down the hall, sir.”

Gabriel got up and allowed Calvin to open the door for him. Two
agents stood outside his door, alert. Two more were in the hall and stepped
into place behind him and two more in front. Calvin followed.

They reached the door. Two agents stood at attention outside
the door. Gabriel nodded to them and the agent on the right reached across and
opened the door. 

“Well. Isn’t this a surprise?” The President exclaimed.

The room was empty.

He heard Calvin curse behind him. Gabriel could not help
smiling.




Chapter 12



BFF

Jake raced down the tunnel, his feet skidding on the concrete.
Hallie was just behind him, her breathing coming in great gushes. It was a risk
going back to Headquarters but he had been assured that someone would meet them
there.

The stairs ahead were dark, so he slowed and let Hallie
catch up. He held the SIG Sauer Hallie had given him in both hands. He motioned
for her to slow down.

“Get your breath back. I don’t want to attract attention.”

She pointed ahead toward the stairs.

“It comes out inside some vault,” she said between gulps of
air.

“We need to get back on the treadmill again,” Jake admitted.

“For certain. I am totally out of shape. But I’m not doing
too poorly for being pregnant,” she said.

Jake snapped back to look at her.

“Tell me you are kidding.”

She smiled.

“No. Totally serious,” she said, holding one hand up,
ducking her head and putting the other hand on her knee.

“When?”

“Well. If I had to guess, the beach.”

“But I thought we were being careful.”

“I was. You weren’t.”

“Oh.” He remembered now.

“Just tell me you are fine with it.” Hallie looked up at
him, her eyes pleading.

“Of course,” he said.

“Great. Let’s talk about this later, huh? This would be an
awkward last conversation.”

“Yeah. Let’s go. Stay quiet and stay behind me.”

Jake had kept the handcuffs. He did not want to shoot his
comrades. There were bad guys out there that needed to be put down, no sense in
thinning out the ranks of his allies. Of course, they might not see it that
way.

Hallie went ahead him and grabbed the handle to the door.

A baby. He wished she hadn’t mentioned it. Now he wouldn’t
be able to stop thinking about it. What would Macy think? Where would they live?
The house in Bronxville would have plenty of room, but that wasn’t going to
work. It wouldn’t be safe enough. 

For the first time in his life, Jake considered moving out
of the country of his birth. It would probably be the only way they could
completely disappear and still have some semblance of a normal life. Normal. What
a joke. The world was crumbling around their ears. 

He wondered if it was a boy.

Jake looked up. Hallie was staring at him, one hand on her
hip, the other holding the door open. Her eyes were wild. 

“Stop daydreaming. Come on,” she commanded. “We’re burning
daylight.”

“Life is good,” he quoted, reading her shirt.

“Shut up and let’s find our escort.”

He smiled as he passed her, patting her stomach.

“Ok, mama.”

She hit him on the arm.

They walked out into the hallway acting like they belonged
there. Well, at least Jake did. Hallie still wore a t-shirt, sandals and a
scarf.

“Which side?”

“He said the escort would pick us up on the east side,”
Hallie explained.

In the Roosevelt room, they had been joined by the NSA and
he had given them the key to Jake’s cuffs, a map of the tunnels (totally
unnecessary, but they were not looking a gift horse in the mouth), and two
bottles of water. He took Jake’s press pass and let them keep the SIG. He did not
say much. It was like the room was bugged. 

They left by a back door and went down the stairs past miles
of cabling and five foot tall servers in what had once been a swimming pool. The
press briefing room had been built above it. In an alcove near the back, behind
an empty server case, a small crawl hole led to a long tunnel. Hallie had known
the way.

Now, they reached the guard post near the south exit and Hallie
looked at Jake. The room was empty. Jake shrugged and fought the urge to run to
the door before someone saw them. Instead, they walked calmly, eyes scanning
the exits. Jake dropped the SIG into his front pocket and pushed open the door.

They dashed outside. The sun was merciless, beating down on
the concrete. Jake shaded his eyes. 

“No time to sight-see. Come on,” Hallie urged. She yanked on
his hand and he stumbled along the sidewalk going east toward the corner. 

The bustle from the market was palpable. Then, he saw their
escort. A diamond white Mercedes S600 pulled up, its twin V-12 humming. Jake
almost rolled his eyes as Gary’s window buzzed down with a mechanical whine. He
was not smiling.

“Get in. Make it quick. Natalya is apt to speed and get us arrested.”
He looked up at the front and blew a kiss.

He glanced at Hallie. She was staring at him.

“Are you serious? He is our escort?”

Jake sighed and shrugged.

“We don’t have a choice, Hallie. We have to trust him.”

Gary looked out at them.

“Look, I understand your reluctance but you really need to
get in. We can discuss how terrible I am once we are on our way.”

“He’s right,” Jake insisted. Hallie was being unreasonable,
but he was not about to tell her that.

“You better be right or I will blame you.”

“Fair enough,” he said, opening the door for her to slide
into the front seat.

Jake went around and got in the opposite side. He recognized
the back of the driver’s head.

“Hello, Natalya,” he said as a greeting. He was not
completely positive she understood English. She glanced at him in the back seat.
Her smile lit up her face for one second and then it disappeared. 

She slammed the Mercedes back into motion, the big engine
lurching them forward into traffic effortlessly. Jake noted that Hallie was
gripping the door. Unless she was doing the driving, speeding and taking risks
stressed her out. 

Jake loved remembering little things about his wife. It made
him feel almost complete again. 

“Ok. Two reasons why you need to trust me,” Gary started in,
his face earnest, two fingers held up to demonstrate his simple points. “One. We
have common goals. We both want to save Giselle. Two. Your father, the
President, reached out to me directly. I don’t know how he got my number, but
he called me...”

“Wait. Save Giselle? Where’s Giselle and what does she have
to do with all this?”

Hallie reached around the seat to face them.

“And why would my husband want to save this little slut?”

“Hallie. It’s fine. She’s sort of my sister.”

Hallie looked at him like he had grown an extra head.

“WHAT!? How exactly is she sort of your sister?” Hallie
asked.

“Yes. Please tell us that,” Gary said, his mouth agape and
his eyebrows raised dramatically above the thick lenses of his glasses.

Jake scratched his head.

“Well. I don’t know if I even believe it, really. Eilif told
me that he is Giselle’s father, but my mother, Barbara, is Giselle’s Mom.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” Hallie said, turning around
in a huff, her hair flying in her face.

“That would explain a lot, actually,” Gary said. He placed
his finger on his chin in a contemplative manner. Jake was desperate for Gary
to rescue him from this awkward situation. Anything that would allow him to
forget the queasiness in his stomach when he thought about Giselle.

They drove through Mt. Vernon Square and were soon cruising
along on Highway 50 going east. Jake looked at Gary questioningly.

Gary jumped as though startled out of a reverie.

“Oh. Right. We are going to Baltimore. It will be easier to
get out undetected from there. They will be watching the airports here. We can
get to Thurgood Marshall Airport in forty minutes.”

“Where do you propose we go from there?”

Gary bit his lip. 

“Have you ever been to Mississippi?”

“As a matter of fact, I have not,” Jake said. He could feel
Hallie staring at him over the seat. She was mad.

“I hate Mississippi,” Hallie said. “I hate alligators, too.” 
She was pouting. He did not blame her.

“What is in Mississippi, Gary?” Jake was almost afraid to
ask.

“Granville Arms.”

“The gun manufacturer? Why are they that important?”

“A key player in this game will be there. If we eliminate
him, maybe we can slow this down. He is going there to meet the owner of
Granville Arms. We can kill three proverbial birds with one trip. We can
scratch one Viveri member, we can close down their small arms operation, and we
can rescue Giselle.”

“Well, two out of three ain’t bad,” Hallie remarked. She
never turned around.

The hum of the tires and the thrum of the engine were the
only sounds to break the silence of the next forty minutes.  Gary never did
explain his second reason to trust him. It did not matter, Jake was pretty sure
he never would. And he was positive Hallie wouldn’t.


∞

“I gave her my gun, Mr. President. If she uses it, it can be
traced to me. I cannot...”

“Calvin, don’t get worked up. We will get you another gun
and Hallie will not sully your good name.” Gabriel had to admit he was having
more fun than he had since he was on campaign for state senator in the late
nineties.

With his life on the line and depression pushing in from all
sides, he decided to gamble some with his own life. He had done nothing
illegal, but allowing Hallie and Jake to skip the obligatory briefing,
arraignment, and public scrutiny, Gabriel had exercised his Presidential
privileges. He arranged to have them escape back through the tunnels and picked
up by Dr. Forsythe.

He knew it was a risky venture, but he had to put a lid on
as much of this as he could as quickly as possible. Regrettably, he was privy
to some of the more sensitive information that the Viveri Consortium thought
was completely secret.

For example, he knew about Speaker Rodman and Granville Arms.
He knew who Clarence really was. He was aware of the motives that drove
Clarence to work closely with Komnenos and his brethren. He feigned ignorance
of Andronikus. He preferred to refer to him in his mysterious nomenclature. 

He knew about Giselle, even though he pretended he did not. 

He wanted to forget that little detail and he hoped that
Jake would never discover it. In Jake’s mind, Gabriel had destroyed his mother
single-handedly. As in most failed marriages, it was hardly that simple. He was
to blame, that was certain, but he shared that burden with Barb.

No. Gabriel was not evil, but he commingled with it. He had
flirted with it. He had been drawn to the bright fires of a neo-revolution of
the truly powerful and the ultra-intelligent hidden regime that had survived
for centuries playing God through lackeys. Their puppetry was masterful and
almost complete. They were purveyors of destruction and heroics. Events and
people that shaped the history of the Western world for the last two millennia
were often manipulated or directly run by their brotherhood.

Hitler was their toy. Castro was their brain child and grand
experiment. Kennedy was their puppet until he had made the grievous error of
courting the enemy. Vietnam was their playground. It was there that they
experimented with the burgeoning economies of the new world and the ripening
technologies of medicine and mechanics, as they tested the possibilities and
atrocities of the wages of modern war.

He knew their secrets. He had been one of them, although
indirectly. And now he must die because he had defied them. He had for a moment
believed that he was above their sick theories. He thought he had found a
better way. He thought he could be an engineer of the enlightenment of which
they had dreamed. However, he had seen that their vision was skewed. It was
perverted and masterfully self-serving.

Mankind was not predominantly unwashed masses. The Viveri
Consortium certainly believed they were. A purge was prepared. The world was on
its precipice and he could feel it. 

Therefore, he had made some tentative moves toward bucking
their authority. At first it had been support of humanitarian bills that
allowed for the blurring of the lines between the middle class and the poor. Through
tax incentives and government programs, Gabriel had championed the little guys.
He had helped entrepreneurs get funding and hire staff without penalties for
health care. He had assisted religious and social organizations that dedicated
themselves to reaching out to the poor, homeless, widowed, and orphaned, giving
them unprecedented access to government funds. These organizations had proven
him right by being twice as effective with a third of the budget the federal
government had previously spent on these same causes.

These measures had attracted the attention of the popular
vote. Gabriel was even aware that some of the Viveri puppets had been
emboldened by his audacious moves. They too began to disregard the system they
served. It won him appreciation from embattled Senators, nervous diplomats,
angry lobbyists, and voters. It had helped him win the nomination and a
landslide victory over the incumbent, President Belinda Lowry.

Of course, his new policies and bold moves were not
unanimously popular. Cathy did not support them. She loved him and always gave
him a smile in the morning and snuggled into the same bed with him at night. But
he knew she was unhappy despite the fact that his unorthodox policies were what
had ultimately won him the position that put them at the pinnacle of power. 
She was impressed and grateful, but ultimately frustrated in his rebellious
behavior.

Her family was connected. She had grown up knowing that
someday her family would usurp global power or at least hold someone in sway
enough to shape the world to their liking. She had thought she could influence
him. She had to a point. His defiance and ego disappointed her.

Thinking about Catherine made him consider the man in front
of him closer.  He had his doubts about Calvin. Sometimes he could see that
Calvin was dedicated to protecting the country. However, Gabriel was not
positive that Calvin was completely honest with him. He was rather duplicitous.
It served him fine as director of NATC, but it was also why he could not play
well with others. This lack of trust created an uneasy alliance.

He looked back up and saw Calvin standing with his hands on
his hips.

“Mr. President? Are you alright?” Calvin asked with
absolutely no compassion.

He smiled as warmly as he could.

“Yes. I was just thinking about your proposal. Make it
happen,” Gabriel replied. 

He knew that to rid himself of Calvin for the moment, he
should give him what he wanted. Calvin wanted to play war. Cops and robbers. Spy
vs. spy. He wanted to round up some bad guys and blow some stuff up. Every
boy’s dream. After that, perhaps they could go to Nationals Park and hit some 9th
inning home runs or to FedEx Field and throw a Hail Mary in the 4th
quarter down four points.

He did not begrudge Calvin his opportunities to play hero. In
fact, it was that same influence that had led Gabriel to this point. Sometimes
dreams die in flames. And blood.

“Thank you, sir. I will gather the assets we need to execute
your orders. We can mobilize in twenty four hours. Do I have your authorization
to pull out all the stops?”

“I thought that was what I just did.”

“Of course. I will be in touch.”

“Thank you, Calvin. Please close the door when you leave and
make sure Harold doubles my agents.  This could be a long day.”

“Yes sir.”

Gabriel turned and looked out onto the south lawn again. The
sun was bright and he could see troops escorting citizens from the premises as
they went into shut down mode. A National Guard APC and two old model
Bradley-style fighting vehicles pulled onto E Street. 

“Sir, VP Walker to see you,” Sally announced formally.

“Let her in.”

The east door opened and he heard Vivian walk in.

“Are you going to tell me what is going on?”

“You are soon going to be the second female President of the
United States,” he quipped without turning.

“Don’t be so dramatic, Gabriel. I mean your son. The Agency
are interviewing the man that they apprehended in the press room. You should
hear what he is saying, Mr. President.”

“I suppose I should talk to Eilif after all these years.” He
turned and looked at her. She was everything that he was not. That was why he
had put her on the ticket. She was stunning, classy, smart, brave, and loyal. “Barb
and Eilif had an affair and he fathered a child. She thought that she had hid
the pregnancy from me. I chose to let her believe that lie until the day she
died. At the time I was just as promiscuous. Who wasn’t?” Gabriel looked down
at his desk and played with the stitching on the back of his leather chair. “Anyway,
it did not single-handedly ruin our marriage, but it was a poison that would
never go away. And I think Eilif still burns a candle for Barb. Does that sound
accurate?”

She stared at him, her eyes bulging.

“Who are you? I thought I knew you, Gabriel. There has been
some talk on the Hill this morning. Discussion about skeletons in closets. Talk
about global conspiracies and deep corruption. Where did all this come from?”

Gabriel laughed.

“You’ve been talking to Senator Rodman or my Press
Secretary?  Both seem to be running a rumor mill around here.” She stood with
her lips pressed firmly together.  She had not liked his answering a question
with another question. He shrugged. “Corruption has been around for years,
Vivian. We just choose to look the other way. We cannot believe that God
exists, how can we believe that Satan does?”

“You are speaking in riddles again, Gabriel. I need
answers.”

He felt the heat of anger well up in him. He had been
resigned to throw his life at this monster. He had dared to fight it without
allies, without truly understanding its scope, its reach, and its true power. Now,
he was being questioned by someone that he had trusted to support him.

“Remember to whom you speak, Viv,” he warned.

“I don’t know you. Can you tell me who you are and what you
stand for? Maybe then I can fight beside you instead of against you.”

He felt his shoulders slump. He had to come clean. It was
too much to do on his own. Besides, despite what he had said, the odds that
Vivian would be spared were low anyway. She was not Viveri material.

“Your calendar free today?”

She smiled.

“I am all yours.”

“Then have a seat and I will tell you a tale that will curl
your toes.”

“I always enjoy a good horror story. You have any
marshmallows?”

“I’ll have Sally rustle us up some S’mores and coffee. Shut
the door.”




Chapter 13



Gunpowder & Lead

Clarence was sick of George’s excuses. It was enough that
Clarence had already had a bad day. He had received the call from the
Consortium just after he had arrived in this swamp of a state. His mood had not
gotten better after the news that the President still lived. News reports were
wild and imaginative. Some were hitting close to home. Clarence had thought that
they were untouchable. Now, he wondered.

The unease did not abate with Mr. Beckworth’s chilly
reception. He seemed preoccupied and could not keep his eyes off of Giselle. Clarence
had found it difficult to part with her. She was a wonderful companion in this
state. She did not talk. She seemed demure and even compliant. His mind was
distracted by the possibilities. 

“We have reviewed our agreement and I believe we are meeting
the parameters we established. We are on schedule for a December delivery.”

Clarence swept his arm outward, indicating the immense
facility around them.

“Your manpower is at half of its capacity and you say you
are on schedule? How can that be?”

George smiled and his eyes drifted to Giselle. She sat in an
old metal and leather chair set against the wall. Her legs were crossed primly,
but the skirt she wore exposed much of her legs. She wore a blank expression.

George shook his head as if he had just woken up from a
dream.

“We have developed new techniques and mechanical processes that
facilitate our manufacturing with less personnel. You wanted a work force you
could trust, nothing better than a machine.” He glanced back at Giselle and
then meaningfully allowed his gaze to drift back to Clarence. A smile played at
his lips.

He is mocking me! Clarence thought.

“I am glad you have found a way to meet both of our demands
in such an eloquent way, Mr. Beckworth. Now, are the other items we discussed
under way?”

He smiled, pride beaming from his features.

“We are finished, actually.”

“Finished? Can I see?”

“Of course.” He approached a door marked “R & D.” Clarence
followed. Giselle stood up and followed. Her skirt stuck to her thigh. She
seemed not to notice.

“Once we mastered the code for the design and got past some
manufacturing truisms that did not apply to this technology, then it was a
snap,” George continued. “There is an amazing amount of public cooperation for
projects like this. We discovered a virtual gold mine of tinkerers who shared a
passion but work under the radar, so to speak. The printers do all the rest of
the work. You can almost say it was a community project.”

“I don’t know if I like the sounds of that,” Clarence said.

George smiled condescendingly.  They descended stairs to
what seemed to be a new addition to the facility.

“Don’t worry. Each individual worked on separate parts of
the project. Come see what we came up with.”

He opened another door. The factory was dirty and old. It
had an odd mix of tools that were several decades old and machinery on the
cutting edge of technology.

Florescent lights came on, their ballasts popping loudly. The
harsh light lit several rows of tables with large black boxes with blinking
lights and glass fronts.

“These are our 3D printers. State of the art. We use the
smaller models so we don’t have to register them. We make every part separately.
They are completely functional. We have three models.”

“Testing?”

“Of course. Come with me. The testing lab is over here.”

“Ammunition?”

“Standard .22 ammunition for most of the models. We found
that structural efficacy of the model can withstand tolerances up to four
15-round magazines with approximately sixty percent accuracy.”

“Not much stopping power. Anything bigger?”

George stopped and pulled a photo from his lab coat pocket.

He held it out to Clarence. Clarence took it by the corner
gently. It was an old fashioned technology, actual photo paper.

“I took this with an analog camera. I am sentimental. So, I
thought it would best, with moving parts like this, to make a revolver. More
stopping power, fewer snags, no springs. Less metal. Like I said, I am
sentimental. That was the first model my great grandfather produced.”

“This is the spread at what distance?” Clarence asked
pointing to the three hits close together.

“Twenty yards. Note the size of the entry. That is what a
.45 can do. Stopping power in spades.”

“What’s the drawback?”

George took back the photo and placed it in his pocket. He
sighed.

“The barrel melts after four shots. The first four shots are
100%. The next two are Russian Roulette.”

“Failure?”

“Deadly so, yeah. But we solved it. Our newest model only
holds three bullets. Smaller profile. When the chamber is pulled back to
re-load, a new barrel is inserted as part of the reloading process.  It is part
of the new magazine chamber.”

“Reload time?”

“Six point three seconds.”

“They will be dead.” Clarence was not a gun expert, but he
knew that by modern reloading standards, six seconds was too slow to be
effective for the demands they had in mind for their use.

“Not if they don’t miss with the first three.”

“Granted. What else do you have?”

George could not conceal his excitement.

“That’s what I was about to show you.”

He led them to a group of long, glass-walled rooms with a
modern security-access. 

“What is this room?” Clarence asked. Giselle was just behind
him. He could smell her skin. It was very distracting.

“It is where we test the weapons.”

“I don’t see a target,” Clarence noted.

George indicated a table that held several blocks of what appeared
to be gelatin. The room had numerous cameras all aimed at the table. Computers
lined the room and a stand held a long black barrel with a weird contraption at
the end. It appeared to have an electric trigger.

“We use computerized ballistics. No need for a paper
target.”

“But in the picture you had a paper target.”

George shrugged. 

“Early testing. Personal log. I am nostalgic, remember?”

“You were working on this before I came to you.”

George smiled.

“That is a good guess.”

“What is this?” Clarence asked, indicating the weapon being
held in vice. It was pointing to a table with the blocks of gel. He noted
several dark circles on the wall at the back of the room.

“It is a new weapon. We looked at the ammunition first. All
our current designs were built around emulating current design techniques.
Ballistics were built around those models. Then, we thought, what if we used
another material for the ammunition? It completely changed our designs. We just
needed to figure out the propellant, trajectories, and velocities.”

“Plastic bullets aren’t new tech. And they are rarely
lethal.”

“That is how I thought at first. But, a plastic bullet and
our high-strength carbon-tipped ammo are designed differently. And, we have
three different designs: flat, blade, and barbed.”

George placed a four-inch long plastic “bullet” in
Clarence’s hand.

“It is so light,” Clarence remarked.

“Part of the secret. This is exciting stuff.  Here watch
this,” he said, pulling up a video log and putting it on a terminal nearby.

Clarence watched as a tech pulled a trigger and the gel
block on the screen moved slightly. A puff of smoke at the back of the room was
the only indication that anything had happened. He continued to view the
results as several other technicians clapped their hands and hooted. He
realized then that the weapon made no sound.

“It made no sound,” Clarence noted.

“Yes. Watch.”

One tech in a blue overcoat approached the block and stuck
his finger in a small hole with one finger and then placed his finger in
another hole on the opposite side, holding it up to his mates. They all smiled
and watched as another tech approached the back wall and pulled the “bullet”
out of the concrete.

“It does not break down. It is so light, it cuts through
everything but the densest materials.”

“That will be devastating. How is it so quiet?”

“We found that...”

Before he could finish, a claxon horn sounded and several
red revolving lights lit up the hall behind them.

“What’s going on?” Clarence asked.

George looked sick.

“Security breach. We have to leave now!”

Clarence agreed but was rooted to the spot. He had thought
they were untouchable.

“Do you have one of these guns?”

“Only the test models of that one. And limited amounts of
ammo. We have several of the...”

Clarence ignored him and wrenched the weapon from the vice. It
felt like a kid’s toy. He hated violence. Detested it. But it was a means to an
end.


∞

“I’m no expert, but we need to bury this place,” Hallie
said.

Jake agreed. Across the swamp the sounds of machinery and
vehicles barely resonated over the sounds of nature. The cacophony of
whippoorwills, crickets, and frogs was like a low moan. It was in some ways
more soul-destroying than the noise of the city. It was a constant drone.

Gary sat behind them, working on his phone.

“I had a signal, now it is gone. It is like this swamp just
swallowed it,” Gary lamented.

Hallie said nothing. She wanted to leave him behind. That
was impossible. They were broke. At least, they could not access their money
without giving away their position. Gary was paying for everything without
complaint. It was an uneasy alliance.

They had to part with Natalya, though. Things were about to
get rough, and she would have come in handy. However, there was some sort of
misunderstanding with her passport, according to Gary. Jake suspected she was
here illegally.

The jeep they had rented from a dealership in Pascagoula. The
ordinance they had purchased from a dealer in Gautier who specialized in
dealing with government agencies. He gave them his Secret Service discount and
“bypassed” the paperwork.

Jake strapped on a soft Kevlar vest and put two FNS-9
automatics with Trijicon night sights in holsters on his hips. He slung a
Remington pump action 12 gage shotgun across his back and then a bandolier with
20 extra slugs over his shoulder. He held an H&K G36 with a reflex sight on
a single point sling across his body. Ten extra magazines sat in various
pouches at his chest, waist and legs. He felt forty pounds heavier, but this
was an assault, not an assassination. Shock and awe. Guns blazing. Gunpowder
and lead.

He looked over at Hallie as she put on her skin-tight
poly-rayon BDUs and zipped up her knee-high soft leather boots. He had
purchased two FNH Five seveNs with four extra magazines for Hallie. They had
lower recoil and fit her hand better than the bulky FN-9s did. 

He had also splurged, buying a fully automatic AA-12 CQB
model shotgun. With a 20-round drum magazine and low weight and no recoil, it
was the perfect breaching shotgun when using only three operatives. Hallie was
unfamiliar with the weapon, and since it fired from an open bolt, she carried
it with fear. This was good. Jake tried to push the thoughts of their unborn
child in her womb from his mind.

Gary gripped a HK MP7. He held it like he had never used it before.


Hallie smeared some eye black on, pulled on a boonie cap and
nodded to him. Jake took solace in her professionalism and confidence. She was
a capable agent. Just the fact that she was here prepared to do something that
she had sworn never to do again, oddly put Jake at ease.  Jake’s only concern
was that he would perform with their family in mind, rather than the mission.
He put it from his mind and nodded back to her, a cocky grin slipping easily
into place.

The sun had dropped behind the trees and they had the cover
of dark. Over two dozen vehicles had driven down the newly paved gravel road to
the north. They had come from the west, driving down a rutted muddy road,
taking their time. 

They jogged down the road and cut across a dry spot in the
swamp, stepping carefully over cypress knees and rotting logs. The smell was
moist, musty, green, and thick.  Evidently, green equaled death in a swamp. 
Everything was in some sort of wet decay.

Soon, they were at the rear approach to the two-story
facility. It appeared to be about 25,000 square feet with almost no window
entry. Jake pointed to a dock door with a hidden side entry under a canopy. 

He wished he had schematics, threat assessment, or at least
a plan. No time. The crème colored Bentley in the guest parking space around
the side of the building meant that Clarence was here. Gary had briefed them on
who Clarence was and why he mattered. He also got them up to speed on the
entire operation. He explained the Sychol programming and his own role. It was
a long, sordid tale. It made Jake’s head spin.  It was all he could do not to
reach across and strangle the man.

Despite this his candor and full explanation, Jake could
tell he was holding something back. Hallie knew it, too. She would just as well
dump him in the swamp than continue on with him at their backs. She had
whispered as much to Jake as Gary made a potty break earlier.

But here they were with their backs to the wall, indicating
to Gary to pull out the bolt cutters. He snapped the lock off the door and
dropped the cutters in the mud with a plop.

“Get back,” Jake told Gary. He put his back to the building
behind him.

Jake made eye contact with Hallie and nodded. He watched her
swallow nervously as Jake opened the door with the barrel of his G36. Hallie
swung around and entered with the AA12. She looked right and then left, the
barrel of the shotgun swinging with her head. 

The thing looked ridiculous in her hands. It was so huge. Its
stainless steel construction was light, however.

Jake glanced at Gary and nodded. They entered, turning to
Hallie’s exposed side as she turned right.

“Clear,” Jake said. His heart pounded in his chest and his
mouth was dry.

“Clear,” Hallie whispered.

“Through here,” Gary said. He started to walk ahead. Jake
barred his way with the rifle and shook his head.

“Not how we roll, Dr. Forsythe. Slow. Controlled. Safe. Hallie,
take the lead through the next door. Gary, guard our rear. Keep your ears
open.”

Hallie moved ahead. Gary did as he was told.

They were in a warehouse area with boxes stacked and several
forklifts working. A half dozen men shuffled around looking at boxes, and writing
numbers on clipboards. They all wore hard hats and heavy gloves, but no weapons
were in sight.

Hallie shook her head and pointed to a catwalk above them. Jake
assessed the situation and made a quick judgment.

“We can’t risk them seeing us. I don’t see an office. We
should go back to the control room and exit out the back.”

Hallie crossed past Gary who was looking bewildered.

“We’re going back through there,” Jake explained. Gary
shrugged. His knuckles where white gripping the MP7. 

What a team, Jake thought.

In the next room, the door led out into a long hallway. They
passed two bathrooms, a lab, several vacant offices and a break room. This was
the night shift. Fewer workers and more shadows in which to hide. The factory
looked like an old building that had been repurposed. Lead paint on the walls,
doors with key code machines and some with brass handles and skeleton key
holes. 

The hairs on Jake’s neck stood on end. He grabbed Hallie and
motioned to an open door into a darkened room. Gary followed them.

Footsteps sounded down the hall and passed them. Jake peeked
out as two workers in lab coats passed, talking quietly.

“That was close,” Gary said.

The lights in the room came on.

“What are you doing here?” A female voice exclaimed from
behind them. 

She had entered through a door in the back of the room. She
was in her early twenties and appeared as though she may have failed
cosmetology school. She arms were covered in tattoos, needle marks, and various
piercings.  She stood with a bundle of files held in front of her. 

Gary brought his MP7 around and Jake swatted it down just as
a burst of bullets tore through the desk between them.

The woman screeched, dropping the files and ran out of the
room.

Gary looked at him with shame in his eyes.

“It’s fine. The gig is up. We need to work fast now. Try not
to shoot anyone who isn’t threatening us.”

Gary appeared stricken. Hallie looked pale.

“Where to now?” She asked.

“There are stairs up to the second floor down the hall. I
heard them coming down them when we ducked in here.”

“OK.” 

Hallie moved out into the hall. She looked back at Jake and
he nodded.

“Run.”

He followed right behind her as she ran, the shotgun
swinging back and forth in front of her. They reached the stairs and she looked
up. 

“I’ll take the lead. You follow right next to me. I will
kick the door in and step back and you come in shooting. Got it?”

Hallie nodded. Her eyes were opened wide and her nostrils
flared. Adrenalin and fear were a potent mixture.

“Gary? Gary!” Jake snapped in a harsh whisper.

Gary came up, his breathing ragged. He stood with the MP7
pointed at his feet.

“Yeah.”

“Guard our backs. Yell if you see a target. An armed target.
You get me?”

“Yes. I was just scared.”

“I know. It’s fine. We just don’t want to make any mistakes
here. Let’s hurry.”

Jake ran to the top of the stairs, his feet panging on the
steel stair treads. He slipped a pair night vision goggles down on his head and
turned the dial to heat vision. They were a poor model, but he could see
through windows and about forty feet ahead. Good enough for the work they
needed.

Several offices were at the top of the stairs. One door was
open about thirty feet away, light spilling out into the dark hallway. 

“This way,” he said, hoping they were close.

He saw the sign on the door and he almost broke into a smile.
The guy put his name on the door. “George Beckworth, Owner.” What an
egotistical jerk. Jake had never even met him. He knew the type, though.

Jake used hand signals to warn Hallie and Gary. He slowly
stepped to the side of the door and then pivoted as he switched to the other
side. His quick glimpse inside showed him nothing. A well-lit room. No sounds
from within. Hallie hugged the wall on the other side of the door and Gary
stood at the corner of the hall guarding the stairs. Hallie took a deep breath
before sliding into the room.

She stood with her feet planted apart and squatted as she
pulled the trigger, the blast of the shotgun deafening. He watched her send the
first three shells flying and then he pivoted into the room, turning to cover
her left side as she poured more buckshot to the right.

No one there. The room was empty. Just a hazy green in his
goggles.

“Well, that was fun,” Hallie quipped.

The end of the barrel and the open bolt smoked and plastic
shell casings rolled quietly on the tile floor.

“They are here somewhere,” Jake said.

Then they heard shouting outside the door.

The burp of the MP7 sounded and Gary was ducking as bullets
whined off of the plaster and lathe walls.

“Help!” Gary said. “Security guards!”

Jake waved him on.

“This way!  They aren’t here!  Come on, we’ll hold them
off.”

Hallie threw down the shotgun and pulled her Five seveN. 

“Go with Gary to the other end of this hall. I think it
turns. Yell if you need help.”

Hallie grabbed Gary by the hand. He looked frightened. His
glasses were askew on his face and were covered with debris from the wall.

“And help him get a new mag in that MP7.”

Jake ducked into the doorway of an adjacent room for cover. Just
then, two security guards in full uniform appeared.  They held their Python
.38s at their waists as they came around the corner. Jake almost felt sorry for
them. They looked as nervous as Gary.

He allowed them to come nearer and he dropped his G36 to his
side and pulled out a short wooden baton from a holster on his belt. He let
them pass and then he stepped out silently and brought the baton down on the
neck of the tall one. The man dropped as though his legs went out from under
him. His partner did not notice. 

Jake pecked him on the shoulder. As he turned, Jake could
see the horror in his eyes. The underpaid security guard knew it was over even
before Jake brought the heel of his palm under the man’s chin, snapping his
head back around with an audible click. He collided with the wall and then fell
heavily onto the tile of the hall. Jake reached down and checked his pulse. He
was out, but alive.

He heard the other guard groan. 

He had bought them some time.

Then the alarms sounded and red lights flashed from above
doors and exit signs.

He let out a curse.

“Jake!? What’s happening?”

“They know we are here, dear. Don’t worry. We will find
him.”

He ran and caught up to them. The hall here was not as dark
and so he took off his goggles. 

“Where to now?”

“Down here. They have to have a firing range or something. Maybe
they are there,” he surmised.

She and Gary followed him as he took two steps at a time,
the claxon sound of the alarm gritting his nerves.

They exited into a large room full of glass partitions. He
saw two men across the room. One was holding what looked like a length of pipe
with a handle. The other had a lab coat. George and Clarence, Jake
thought.

“Hallie!” Jake warned. He saw the man with the pipe raise
the barrel and point it in their direction. 

The glass in front of him exploded and something hit him in
the shoulder hard enough to turn him around.

“Jake!” Hallie yelled.

As he rolled to the floor, he saw Gary duck behind a desk. Hallie
collapsed next to him, her eyes worried.

“Got me in the shoulder,” he said through gritted teeth. It
felt like something hot had cut him. He looked at the wound. It poured blood,
but his shirt was ripped and the wound looked like an ugly gash. Oddly it
appeared like a knife wound. 

“What was that?”

He shook his head. He did not know or care. The man holding
that weapon would be dead soon. He felt it in his bones.

“No matter. We came to do a job. Let’s do it. Get to cover
over there. That thing can shoot through a wall, I think.” He pointed to a
heavy metal desk.

“Where did they go?” Hallie asked as she squatted behind the
desk.

Jake looked up. The lab coat guy was shoving the suit guy. The
lab coat guy fell backwards, a spray of red coating the window at this back. 

That was Beckworth, he thought.  No honor among
thieves. One down, one to go.

The glass shattered and Jake heard the high pitch whine as
the ammunition passed by and made a clinking sound off of the concrete block
behind him.

What is that? He wondered.

He stood up, bringing the G36 across in an arc, firing from
his hip. He grimaced as the wound in his shoulder screamed at him.  Jake
strafed the room for cover, hoping it scared Clarence enough to keep him down so
he could close the gap.

Jake rushed to the door. It was locked. He shot the lock
mechanism with a burst from his rifle. He spent his last shell in that magazine.
He let the rifle fall to his side and started to reach over his back for the
shotgun. 

A bright white pain from his shoulder prevented him from
raising his arms over his head. He spat and pulled an FN-9 out of its holster
and a SOG tactical knife from a sheath on his leg.

He kicked out at the door and it collapsed. 

He could see Clarence trying to reload whatever the contraption
was that he was holding. He struggled with it for a moment. Jake watched as
Clarence threw it to the ground and turned to grab someone from the floor. 

It was Giselle. Her hair was wild and she looked drugged,
but it was her. His half-sister. He hesitated for a half second and then
barreled down the short hall. As he neared the door, he fired off three quick
rounds at the key code machine, frying it. 

He turned his body to his good shoulder as he came, smashing
into the door with all his weight. It fell in, and he lost his balance, rolling
to the floor and then leaping up in one motion. 

Clarence was pulling on the door with one hand and on
Giselle with the other.

Jake dashed up to him and brought the SOG around in a bright
arc. Jake was not the kind of guy that wasted time interrogating or engaging in
lengthy monologues.  The blade of his knife sliced through skin and arteries
and he felt it nick the spine as he brought it back across his body.

Blood rushed from Clarence’s neck.

He reached up instinctively to grab at the wound with his
hand. Blood poured over his white suit. He looked up at Jake with begging eyes.

“We aren’t untouchable, are we?” Clarence said with a
chuckle. Then he slumped forward and fell to the floor with a splat. Blood
quickly pooled around him.

Jake stood over him, panting. Giselle stood near the door
looking down on Clarence, her face without expression. She said nothing.

“Jake!” Hallie approached him, taking the FN-9 from his
hands.

He wrapped his arm around her and stared at Clarence. Behind
them in the next room, he could hear the death throes of George Beckworth,
owner. He choked and sputtered, groaned and cursed. Jake ignored him.

Hallie looked down at Clarence and cringed.

Gary came in then, his eyes wild.

“Giselle!” He exclaimed. He looked genuinely concerned. He
grabbed her hand and immediately began checking her pulse, looking at her
pupils, and testing her reflexes.

Hallie and Jake stood holding each other, catching their
breath.

“Do you expect more guards?”

“Probably. I don’t know. This place was pretty secret, but
surely they would hire more security.”

Hallie looked at him.

“Honey, let’s just leave. We’ve got Giselle. This place
won’t be the same without the owner, and Clarence is dead.”

Jake took a deep breath and looked around. Hallie was right.
They needed to escape to the Jeep. But what were they supposed to do next? Where
would they go?

“Gary?”

“Yeah.” 

“Is she going to be alright?” Jake asked, indicating
Giselle.  He felt drained.  The chemicals were wearing off.  The loss of blood
was probably not helping either.  He held his hand pressed to his shoulder,
feeling the warm sticky mess there.

“Yeah. It is a cognitive stasis. I put her in it on purpose.
I can take her out. I just need a lab, some chemicals, and an ancient Russian
coin.”

“Russian coin?” Hallie asked.

Jake felt a tug of recognition. It was difficult to think
straight with so much pain. He felt dizzy.

Gary looked at him as if the answer should be plain.

“Yeah. Aždaja. You two are each heads of the dragon. It
is your mother’s family seal.”




Chapter 14



Strong & Courageous

Andronikus was furious. He wanted to crush something. His
staff was wise enough to stay at arm’s length. They could feel his black mood
like an incoming storm front. 

Clarence was dead, he was sure of it. He did not dwell on
that loss much. He actually was more disappointed that Clarence had not had the
forethought to send Giselle on a plane before he had himself killed.

The worst part, though, was that it had become obvious to
him that the clandestine nature of the Consortium had been penetrated. A leak
existed somewhere or they had been overconfident and been exposed. Or someone
on the inside was pulling strings. Who in his brotherhood would do such a thing?


Andronikus had called off the other events immediately after
watching Eilif make his ridiculous charge. He shook his head. There would still
be time to enact their full plan. It would not do to have the United States
come to the rescue of a world reeling from a power vacuum. No, they would have
to suffer as well.  Otherwise they would fulfill the role of the compassionate
hero.  That would not serve.

He had underestimated President Vine. That the man had
survived two attempts at assassination was mind-boggling. He wanted to lay much
of that incompetence at the feet of Jake Monday, but he knew better. Jake was a
pawn.

No, it was Eilif who had failed him the most. And he could
not reach him. He was somewhere in the bowels of the Secret Service
Headquarters. Probably munching on pita chips and hummus, drinking scotch,
telling his little secrets.

The part that possibly bothered him the most was Eilif’s
motivation. He had run into the White House not to save the President, but to
make sure Jake did not fail. He had done it for Barbara Monday. The sheer
stupidity of that selfish vendetta had overcome his wits. 

Andronikus snapped off the center television. He was tired
of watching the same regurgitated American media tripe. He glanced at the phone
again wondering if he should call an emergency meeting.

As of yet, the danger seemed remote. He was in the Alps. But,
a nagging sensation told him that it would only be a matter of time before
someone came calling. He refused to be concerned. They had hidden for years,
untouched and unhindered from their machinations. True power worked that way. Besides,
his best attribute was that he was stubborn. 

He worked his jaw, cutting the cigar with his teeth as he
rolled it in his mouth, and thinking. He decided that what would make him feel
the best would be to implement Plan B. Not that he actually called it that—it
did not truly have a name.

He called Washington and spoke in monotones slowly until he
had the person he wanted. He did his best to mask his accent. His English was
flawless. 

“It is your time to act now.”

“I was wondering when you would call on me.”

“Did you receive the package from our friends?”

“Yes, it is quite lovely. It will do in a pinch.”

“Well, this is a pinch. When can you do it?”

“I can check the schedule, but I am sure I can get it done
after dinner tonight.”

“Excellent.”

“Just watch the news.”

He stared at the blank screens in front of him. The room was
dark, only a faint aura from the neon blue running lights of the hall lit the
room.

“I am glued to the set, my dear. We are depending on you.”

“You should have entrusted in me sooner.”

He smiled.

“You are right, my sweet. I should have. I was just thinking
of your best interests.”

“I do not care anymore. Anything for Viveri. Vi veri
veniversum vivus vici,” she intoned. 

“The power of truth unites us. Even in death.”

“Yes. This is true. You can count on me.”

“You are the only one that I can count on.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you.”

She hung up. He sat back and placed the phone on the leather
couch beside him. He listened to the house around him and dozed off to sleep. He
knew he could rest assured. At least this one thing would be handled. 

The third time is a charm, he thought.


∞

Gabriel took his dinner in the Oval office. The dining room
next door seemed to bustle with Service Agents. After his discussion with
Vivian, Gabriel was in a much better mood. He was confident that his strategies
would produce some fruit.  Gabriel had found that he was always encouraged by
good company. 

Now, Harold joined him. Harold was angry with him but
refused to mention it.

“So what is nagging you, Mr. Loxley?” Gabriel prodded. He
brought a forkful of mashed red potatoes and asparagus to his mouth. His doctor
would be furious for the indulgence on the potatoes, but he could not resist
their buttery goodness. Besides, he was the President. He could eat potatoes if
it made him happy.

Harold sighed.

“For the third time, President Vine, I am fine.”

“Well, you don’t seem fine,” he said, a mocking smile on his
face. He sat the porcelain plate on the glass coffee table and picked up the
fine china tea cup.

He sipped the chamomile tea with lemon and honey and waited
for Harold to take the bait.

“Sir, I do not need to discuss my displeasure about these
events to you. That is beyond my job scope.”

“At your pay grade, nothing should be taboo, Harold.”

Harold looked away and parted his Chicken Kiev with a butter
knife. He did not make eye contact. He took a deep breath.

“You have been reckless, Mr. President.”

“See? That wasn’t so hard, was it? Tell me what I should
have done?”

“Trusted me.”

Gabriel sat back.

“I trust you, Harold. I also respect you. That is why I
allowed you to be in the dark about the truth.”

“What truth? I cannot do my job if I do not have all the
information, sir.” He seemed to warm up to being mad. His neck had turned
scarlet and his eyes were watering.

“I offered the truth to you in the form of a manila folder
that you refused to view. You would rather work in the realm of the status quo
than be exposed to the dark and ugly truth. I respect that. In some ways, I am
glad I did not have to ruin my reputation in your eyes.”

“Why do you care? Isn’t it more important to secure your
life? You should have ordered me to read that file. I would not have refused. I
was scared.”

Gabriel picked the plate back up and spooned another
mouthful of potatoes. The chicken was rubbery and bland. He needed to find a
better chef. This one was in league with his doctor, he suspected.

“I am scared, too, Harold,” he said, swallowing. “And I
value your friendship. That is why I allowed you to make the choice.”

Harold thought about that for a moment. He took a bite of
the chicken.

“Mmm. This is good,” he said, pointing at his Chicken Kiev
with his fork and nodding enthusiastically. “I need to get this recipe from
Chef Daniel.”

Gabriel looked at the chicken on Harold’s plate dubiously. It
seemed to have a small pool of olive oil surrounding it and more spices.

“Let me taste that,” he commanded, his fork headed for Harold’s
plate.

Harold intercepted his fork, his eyebrows arching. He shook
his head.

“Huh-unh. Doctor’s orders,” he teased.

Gabriel’s shoulders slumped.

“See? Harold, you are always looking after my well-being.”

He smiled proudly.

“Someone has to.”

They sat in silence for a while.

“So, is it too late to look at that file or am I just going
to have to hear it all from CNN?”

Gabriel chuckled and set down his plate.

“Probably more likely to hear it at the water cooler in the
Cabinet.”

Harold smiled at that.

“Or Capitol Hill.”

“Yeah, I hate those hypocrites,” Gabriel remarked. He got up
and crossed to the Resolute desk.

“You keep it in there?”

“Yeah, Kennedy didn’t have a monopoly on this desk’s
secrets, my friend.”

“I remember that photo of him as a child. That was pretty
famous.”

“Yes. I remember that. Let’s see, I put it in this drawer...”

Just as he pulled the file out, Sally chimed in.

“Mr. President?”

“Yes, Sally?”

“The First Lady would like to join you.”

“Of course. Tell her if it is alright with her, she can
order an extra dessert for me.”

He could tell Sally was smiling when she answered.

“You have had enough attempts on your life lately, sir. I
will let her in immediately.”

“Thank you, Sally.” He looked up at Harold and smiled.
Harold returned it and stood in anticipation for the First Lady’s entry.

The outer door opened and Catherine entered. She wore a
crème dress that hugged her figure. Her blonde hair was swept to the side in
the style of a sixties scarlet. She was the envy of Washington elite. 

She held her plate in one hand and pulled the door shut with
her foot. Her smile was lewd. She winked at him with a familiarity of a couple
that might actually be happily married.

“Thought I would join you. Do you mind? We haven’t seen each
other much lately.”

He crossed in front of the desk, laying the file on top.

He hugged her close and leaned back for a kiss.

“I am so glad you are alright,” she said huskily. She
blinked rapidly. He smiled awkwardly.

“Well, it is nice of you to join us, hon,” he said.

She looked startled. She turned.

“Oh. Harold. I did not see you there. Please forgive me. I
have so little time with Gabriel lately.”

Harold looked slightly embarrassed. He coughed.

“It is fine, ma’am. I understand,” he said as he stood.

“You don’t have to leave on my account,” Catherine pouted.

“Don’t worry. Harold and I will be meeting tonight with the
Joint Chiefs. Long night ahead. Come back in an hour or so, Harold. We can pick
up where we left off.”

“Yes sir. I will be just down the hall,” he explained. Gabriel
watched him as he left.

Catherine passed him and sat down on the edge of the
Resolute desk, her ankles crossed, her plate held in one hand, her fork in the
other.

“Hungry? Come here Gabriel and I will feed you,” she said
sulkily.

He sighed.

“We need to talk, Catherine.”

“I like pillow talk. We do so little of it lately. Come up
to our room and we can end this evening in each other’s arms.”

He shook his head.

“I have a duty to do.”

“You are right. You have a duty to satisfy your wife,” she
said with a teasing smile.

He smacked his lips, not knowing what to say. Sometimes
Catherine was like this. He had found it endearing most times. Her timing was
not always convenient.

She put the plate down on the desk. When she turned, she
noted the file.

“What’s this?” She asked. She flipped it open.

“Nothing,” he barked, reaching for the folder. “Something
Harold and I were discussing,” he blurted.

She arched her eyebrows as he snapped it from her hands.

He put it behind his back as she hopped down from the desk and
pressed her body against his. 

“You keep a lot secrets, Mr. President,” she said.

Her eyes were rimmed with red. She had been crying.

“I have to, dear. Even from you,” he said, taking a step
backward.

She shook her head.

“Not anymore,” she said.

He saw the pistol in her hand too late. At first, his mind
was reminded of the toy guns he bought for Jake when he was kid. Little black
pistols that shot yellow foam pellets. The gun in his wife’s hand was shiny
like that. Plastic. 

Then he heard the report and saw the flash from the barrel. He
felt something rip into his chest, then his arm, then his neck. Bang, bang,
bang. 

Those yellow foam pellets hurt, but nothing like this,
he thought. He dropped the folder to the carpet.

He looked at his wife. Catherine’s mouth was pulled back, a
rictus of glee and triumph. He reached up and felt the blood on his shirt. Gabriel
stared at the blood on his hand. 

The blood of a President, he thought. The blood of
a hypocrite. He could faintly hear someone shouting outside the Oval Office
door. 

Catherine was crying and laughing. She pulled the trigger
once more and he fell to his knees. His legs could not support him anymore. He
blinked. He thought he heard Catherine scream, “Vi veri veniversum vivus
vici!”

He could not tell, though. The door opened and men poured
in, guns at the ready, eyes wide in disbelief.

His last thought was: I was right. Gabriel Scott Vine, 46th
President, would not live to see the 47th President take office.
And, I will never see my son again.

THE
END
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