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Chapter One

Pieces of a Broken Life

The rain spattered the windshield. They sat in the bulletproof Suburban, quiet and introspective. Hallie held Macy in her arms. Jake stared at Maury Childs, their Secret Service Agent assigned to the family. 

They were the only ones left.

The nation mourned, confused and frightened by the threat they perceived. The death of President Vine had been attributed to a domestic issue. 

Senator Swane was in the vehicle ahead of them. Swane’s assistant had messaged him ten minutes ago, indicating that the Senator would like to meet Jake in private after the ceremony.

They had stood in the rain, joined by good Americans who loved their leader. Even his political enemies had shown up out of respect and camera time. Good PR trumps old grudges, especially in death. Once the public finally filtered out of the cemetery, Jake, Hallie, and a few select close individuals would be allowed to re-enter the cemetery to pay their respects in private.

Jake glanced at Macy. She seemed bored, mostly. She had not known her grandfather, but she had understood that she should be sad. That had lasted for a half hour. Then, she started asking awkward questions. Hallie had come to the rescue and removed her from the graveside.

Jake was most nervous about the cameras.

He felt safer in the Suburban, but not much more comfortable. Something about the rain was appropriate. Instead of cleansing, it felt like punishment. Standing in the cold and stinging rain, Jake enjoyed his penance. Conversely, the vehicle was muggy from the humidity and all the breathing in close quarters. The windows were fogged.

“I think Macy needs to stay in the vehicle and take a nap,” Hallie suggested.

He nodded. He did not want to argue. In the end, it mattered little. He glanced at Agent Childs, who smiled thinly.

“The cemetery is surrounded by security and the public is being escorted past the perimeter. I think I can stay with Macy,” he offered.

“Thank you,” Hallie managed.

Jake blinked slowly and stared down at his phone.

Macy reached across the seat and took his hand.

He looked up at her deep green eyes and expressive face.

“Are you sad, Daddy?”

He smiled at her, reassuringly.

“Of course I am, honey. It is ok to be sad sometimes.”

“Your Daddy was a good man. Agent Childs said so.”

“He was. He was a good man, Macy. A hero. Our whole country is sad.” He wished he could believe his own words. Macy deserved the truth, but was too young to process it.

She nodded, her face serious.

“I heard that on the news. The news woman was crying.”

He squeezed her hand. Kissed her forehead. Swallowed hard and tried not to let his anger and resentment for Gabriel ruin this perfect moment.

A knock came at the driver’s door.

“It is time,” a gruff voice sounded from outside above the pattering of the rain.

“Ok. I will gather them up,” Agent Nash said. She had been assigned to drive the family’s vehicle. She was an ex-Marine with service in Afghanistan during the Obama administration. 

She glanced back and touched Hallie on the shoulder. When Hallie turned, Nash nodded with a grim set to her face.

“We will be right back, honey. Please stay here with Agents Childs and Nash,” Hallie instructed.

Macy nodded. Her realization of the weight of this situation was evident in her face.

The side door opened. It was flanked by two Marines at attention. An aide held the door and offered Hallie a hand out of the tall vehicle.

Rain splattered into the vehicle. Jake shivered. He wore only a tailored suit. No one had given him a weather report this morning. It may not have mattered if they had. He was like a zombie, barely walking through the motions.

He wanted so badly to hate his father for dying.

Jake had worked so hard to save him, only to fail. He could not abide the failure. His father was just collateral damage in that respect.

He knew he was being unfair.

Jake stepped from the vehicle and was greeted by Hallie, who took his arm and hunkered near him. He welcomed her warmth and softness. The rain was cold running down his neck. 

The day was dark and dreary. The clouds were low and angry, fiercely spitting near-ice projectiles from their midst. He blinked against their tirade. 

“Here, take this. We will hang back and give you the privacy you need,” the aide said, handing him a massive umbrella.

“Thank you,” he managed.

Jake realized how surreal this must feel for the agents. Just a few days ago, Jake was a threat to the President. Now, Jake was the honored griever at his funeral.

He and Hallie trudged up the hill, the ground soggy beneath their feet. His shoes filled up with rainwater. The umbrella was good protection, but the noise drowned out conversation.

“It’s cold!” Hallie complained.

It was her first complaint today.

“We won’t be long,” he assured her, yelling over the rain smacking the umbrella.

She looked up at him, her eyes expressive. He could see where Macy got her looks.

“Take your time. I will be fine,” she said.

“Senator Swane may join us at some point.”

She looked up the hill toward the expansive cemetery. The bone white tombstones were grey against the darkened sky.

“I know,” she said. “I invited him.”

Jake was not surprised.

He could only imagine what the man had in mind. It was his connections and checkered past that had inevitably led them to their chase after the ViVeri Consortium. They had managed to cripple what amounted to a small arms manufacturing plant, had assisted in the destruction of the New York offices of the Galbraith Alliance, and had eliminated some key personnel in the process.

The costs had been too great.

Friends dead in their wake. Some of these deaths could be laid directly at his feet. The greatest loss: his father, the President.

He ground his teeth. Partly from the cold, partly from his frustration. He knew he should be overcome with emotion. He was, but the wrong kind.

The ground near the grave was smooth from the masses who had stood here in reverence and respect just an hour ago. He felt cheated. Disillusioned. Alone.

This was unfair to Hallie and he knew it. He drew her close to him.

“I am so glad you are here.”

“Me too. Cold, rainy day. Sad day. And you so torn and distant. You need me. Let me be your rock.”

She said all this while looking ahead, her voice just audible over the pounding rain.

He almost buckled then. Something she said struck a chord with him. He relied too much on himself. He was fiercely independent. 

Jake had a wife by his side that had demonstrated her willingness and ability to risk her life for his. He glanced down at her and thought of their child in her womb. He felt the tug of emotion pulling at his throat.

He breathed deeply and hugged her. Kissed the top of her head. Her hair tasted like rain and apples.

The American flag draped over the casket was soaked through. The pewter and brass coffin gleamed with a dull light from the gas lamps around the cemetery. 

He saw some movement near the tree line. It was a sentry moving position. He was posted looking the other way. Jake was just glad no one was carrying a camera.

He was a celebrity now. If the stunt at the Washington Nationals Stadium was not enough to get him noticed, then the death of his father, the President surely did the trick.

“They say the ghosts here are thick,” a voice behind him announced.

Jake noted the sadness in the Senator’s words.

Hallie took the Senator’s arm without a word and drew him into a hug.

They stood like that in the rain for several seconds. Jake felt foolish holding the umbrella, standing back from them. Hallie seemed to be drawing strength from the old man. He shivered.

When he looked back at him, Jake noted the moisture running down the Senator’s cheeks was not just rain.

“Glad you came, Senator.”

“I would not miss this for anything,” he said, a sad smile creeping across his face.

“How are you holding up?” Hallie asked.

“As well as can be expected,” he intoned. His voice was hollow. Jake watched him swallow. “She went peacefully the day Gabriel died.” The statement rang untrue to Jake’s ears. He decided to let it drop.

“When was her funeral?” Jake asked.

“Yesterday. We scattered her ashes on the beach by the house. She always loved that place and enjoyed watching the sun come up along the ocean in the morning.”

Hallie nodded.

“I loved that, too. Will we see her from the back porch when we visit?”

He nodded.

“I sold the compound and I am moving down to North Carolina to her family’s beach property. Smaller place. Simpler life. You can join me when this is all over.”

“All over?” Jake asked.

Swane leveled his gaze at him.

“You do not believe this is done, do you? I thought you were smarter than that.”

“So it goes deeper than Clarence and Galbraith?”

“Son, it goes deeper than America. This is a global cancer. We cannot treat it here. We need to come together with other countries and band together to stamp this out. We are the largest target and the linchpin in the process, but we are not the breeding ground.”

“Where is that?” Hallie asked, her eyes bright.

“Europe. The Middle East. Russia. High in the Alps.”

“What are you saying? Who are these people?”

The Senator’s lip trembled. His eyes gleamed in the half-light of the stormy day. 

“Monsters,” he said.

“Where do we start?” Jake asked.

“That is why I wanted to visit with you. We need to gather a multi-national team of anti-terrorist and quick-response slayers and move against them with violence. The best defense is an aggressive offense.”

“How do we fit in?” Jake asked.

“I want you to lead a team,” he said.

“I am not a leader,” Jake contended.

“If you aren’t, then I am a Yankee,” Swane argued. “Besides, I have already assembled the team. We just need your help to organize it and lead it.” 

“You are kidding, right?” 

Hallie nudged him in the ribs.

“Hear him out,” she urged.

He looked down at her, a mixture of awe and respect filling his chest.

“You are behind this?”

She made a face.

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Mr. Monday.”

“We meet in Berlin in two weeks. I have permission from President Walker to remove you from your Secret Service post effective immediately,” the Senator continued. “You will have everything you need. Hallie and Macy will go into a witness protection program for the first six months and then we can discuss future arrangements based on how the task group is operating.” 

Jake was shaking his head. His hand was numb from holding the umbrella.

“My family has given enough, Robert. You cannot ask us to do this. You certainly can’t just force it on me,” Jake said. The anger in his voice surprised him.

Swane pursed his lips and did not talk for a moment.

Hallie stared at her feet.

He had stepped over a line and he knew it. He sounded petty. It was expected of him because he was capable. It was expected of him because it was his father. It was expected of him because he had the skills that mattered.

He scrambled for another excuse. Hundreds of qualified men and women existed who could do this as well or better than he could. None of them were the President’s son. None of them had trained as an assassin or had been subjected to memory manipulation and brainwashing. He had every reason in the world to be motivated to exact revenge.

He simply did not have it in him.

He did not want vengeance.

He wanted peace.

Jake wanted the life stolen from him. The life taken by family political aspirations. A life robbed by the infidelities of a powerful father. A life robbed by the death of his mother. A life robbed because of a hole of two years when he had been forced to forget all of this.

He wanted to be a husband to Hallie.

He wanted to be a father to Macy.

He wanted to be there when his child was born.

This would mean he would continue to be robbed of the life he wanted.

The alternative would mean he might be robbed anyway.

“I understand your reticence, Jake.” Robert Swane stared at him, a warmth in his icy glare. “I certainly can empathize with your sentiments. You want your life back. You have already given so much. I know this feeling, Jake. You owe us nothing. This is fundamentally true. You may even argue that you owe Gabriel nothing. I would submit that if you want your life back, you will need to take it back. The fastest and surest way to get what you have missed is to take control of your own destiny. This is why I had assumed you would jump at this opportunity. I can say I am not totally surprised, but I am disappointed.”

Jake swallowed his anger.

He stared out at the rain dropping from the umbrella, the drops reflecting the yellow light from the gas lamps.

“If I accept this position, what assurances do I have that Hallie and Macy will be protected?” Jake asked. He could not look the senator in the eyes. He could not look Hallie in the eyes. He felt their pity. He sighed and waited. He rubbed the rough beard of his chin with his free hand.

“We can only offer protection. We cannot offer guarantees. The world is a dangerous place right now. The hunters and the hunted. We all have to make our sacrifices, Jake. Or we tuck our tails between our legs and let someone else do the hard work.”

Jake did not appreciate the insult. He understood it was a generational inclination. Duty. Work. Responsibility. The Senator was a Renaissance Man. His kind was a dying breed. It was a shame.

“I’ll do it,” Jake announced.

Hallie squeezed his arm and snuggled in close to him.

“We’ll be fine, Jake.”

He knew she had decided to make this sacrifice as well. She would rather be where the action would be. With a child to watch over and another to carry to term, the risk would be too great. Jake would have to stand on his own. Perhaps Hallie was satisfied that he would be part of a team. Safety in numbers. Jake was not as confident.

The Senator held out his hand, rain dripping from his matted hair.

“We leave Friday at dawn. Get your house in order. We will introduce you to your new gigs tomorrow.”

Jake nodded and took the old man’s hand. Stared into those steely eyes and wished he had a thimble full of that man’s courage and conviction.

Chapter Two

Ashes to Ashes

Eilif picked his head off the desk. He had been alone here for more than four hours. His stomach rumbled. He was sleepy, but did not want to show them that he was weak.

Something had happened yesterday.

Something huge.

He worried that he missed an opportunity to get his revenge. He wanted to kick himself for being so foolish. He had played his cards on the table, hoping for a better deal. His only bargaining chip was his knowledge.

He no longer had Clarence. No longer could count on Gary or Giselle. He had given up on Jake. His only goal now was survival. He knew that if all things moved in the direction that the Consortium had envisioned them, he would not be part of their plans going forward.

He was expendable.

His position here in the vortex of the enemy camp was even more tenuous. He was exposed. Vulnerable. He had hoped that his honesty and willingness to help would be received with more interest.

He had been largely ignored after his initial confessions.

They were certainly listening to his confession with the assistance of experts in reading body language, voice patterns, and eye movements. He had been strapped into several machines while he had spilled his guts in a most ignoble manner.

This morning they had brought him a change of clothes. Something off the rack at a local department store, no less. He breathed in the unworn smell of the garments: a pair of gabardine slacks and a golf shirt.

His patience was thin. He wanted his watch back if only to participate in the futile effort of checking the time.

The room was almost completely unadorned. A desk. A small leather sofa against the wall. He had taken a nap there. Three office chairs. A small speaker. Some books on a shelf. He had ignored these. He hated to read books in English. They made him feel stupid. He was far from it.

Someone knocked on the door. He sat bolt upright, startled.

“May I come in?”

“Of course.”

It was Special Agent in Charge, Calvin Royster. He deemed himself important. Certainly, from his title and bearing, it would seem a fair assumption. 

Royster had taken much and given nothing. Eilif wanted just one nugget of information. Something to encourage him. Something to let him know he had done the right thing.

“I see they brought you a change of clothes.”

“Yes. Thank you. I would also request an opportunity to shower if that would not be too much trouble.”

“I will see what I can do,” Royster said. He did not look at Eilif. This was probably a lie. He could count on a shower in the next few hours as much as he could expect any other form of leniency. He could not shake the feeling that perhaps he had chosen poorly.

“Tell me, Mr. Royster: what are your plans for my release? I have given you all the information I have regarding The ViVeri Consortium.”

Royster turned toward him, his eyes unblinking.

“Have you?” He asked.

Eilif blinked in confusion. He panicked for a moment.

“Of course I have. I volunteered it. I gave you times and locations to the best of my memory...”

“That is just it, Mr. Nicholaison. Your memory has proven faulty. We have decided to use other forms of gathering information. I trust you will be just as helpful.”

“I don’t know what you mean? What faulty information?” 

“It does not matter,” Royster continued. He appeared disappointed. “The point, Mr. Nicholaison, is that we have scheduled an appointment with a memory specialist for the morning. She tells me that we will need to ensure that you are well rested and have had plenty of fluids.” He glanced at the couch against the wall.

“Has your arrangements been comfortable? Have you been able to get some sleep?” Royster asked. His tone was almost mocking.

Eilif knew the room contained hidden cameras. Why would they not?

“I have not slept much. I am too concerned about my daughter.”

Royster appeared not to hear him.

“If you would like, I can have someone bring you a cot. Would that help, Mr. Nicholaisen?”

Eilif bit his tongue.

Royster was getting under his skin.

“Am I a prisoner?”

Royster raised his eyebrows and nodded.

“I suppose that would be an accurate description. You did turn yourself in, did you not? That was how I interpreted it. That would mean that you are under scrutiny as a criminal.”

“Under what charges?”

“I suppose we can start with threatening national security. Or perhaps we can pin the President’s assassination on you?” 

“The what?”

Royster blinked rapidly and smiled.

“Have you not heard? President Vine was shot by his wife.”

The air completely went from Eilif’s lungs. He slumped in the chair, his hands on his head.

“You cannot be serious,” he mumbled.

His emotions were scattered. He was happy the man, his nemesis, was dead. He was sad that he had not been able to do it himself, directly. He was disappointed that he had not witnessed it. He was scared of anyone powerful enough to pull it off. 

His wife?

“I can see that you are surprised. I assure you I would not joke about the death of our President, Mr. Nicholaisen. We are in a transition period in our country. We are very vulnerable. All threats must be eliminated with malice.”

Eilif was not sure, but he did not detect anger from Royster. He did not seem to be emotional at all about President Vine’s assassination. He seemed cold. Untroubled. Calculating.

He did not trust Royster at all. He was cold-blooded. He was a snake.

“What does that have to do with me?” Eilif asked.

Calvin Royster sighed.

“I suppose it will not be harmful to give you notice,” Royster said.

“Of course not. Please, share.” He could feel a knot in his stomach. He had a sudden premonition that something monumental was going to be foretold.

“Your daughter, Giselle, is missing.”

“Missing? What do you mean?” He had already considered her lost. The Mystery Man wanted her. He could tell. He had assumed that she was his toy by now.

“I mean that someone has abducted her,” he replied.

“How is this important?”

“You must know that she is valuable to national security.”

“How?” Eilif could not mask his surprise.

Royster’s thin smile got under his skin. He turned his back to Eilif. Paced the room like he was beginning a story.

“Giselle was an experiment. She is property of the Department of Defense.”

Eilif held back for a moment. Submitting Giselle to the Sychol treatments and subsequent programming was his idea. 

Wasn’t it?

“As such, her disappearance is as concerning as any other piece of classified weaponry that has fallen into the hands of our enemies,” Calvin continued. He turned and considered Eilif with eyes full of mirth. “I can see you are conflicted. Can I ask why?”

Eilif decided to choose his words carefully. He fought to control his voice, to keep the hate and the hurt from bubbling to the surface.

“It’s just that I cannot understand why my daughter would be working for the United States Department of Defense. I thought she worked for Sinegem? I am a major stake-holder in that company and I was assured she would have a position there.”

Royster nodded. Walked over to the empty desk and ran his finger across the top. 

“Yes. You are correct. She was our spy inside Sinegem.”

“Your spy?” He could not help his reaction.

“You had a brilliant idea to subject your daughter to the Sychol treatments. However, it was the Department of Defense that perfected the Overmind chip.”

“You mean the programming insert? The chip in their back or their leg?” 

Royster nodded.

“Yes. Now that technology is in the hands of the Consortium.”

“You are assuming this, or you know for certain?” 

“Educated guess. They also happened to kidnap the only man left alive today that understands genetic coding. He, coincidently, happens to have worked directly under the inventor of the Overmind as well. We are afraid that perhaps his innovations will be even more beneficial given some time to tweak his device to our specific needs.”

“You mean Dr. Gary Forsythe?”

Royster shook his head. His look of distaste demonstrated his low opinion.

“No. Forsythe is our asset, sadly. No, the inventor of the Overmind died of natural causes. He was almost eighty. It was his life’s work. Doctor Forsythe was too engrossed with his research to finish what Dr. Bradley had started. The doctor that has been taken is Dr. Matt Spreckles.”

“Great grandson of the sugar baron?”

“Yes. German born, American bred. Until recently, he was an unknown asset. He assisted in the research with GIG that led to the coding for chromosome replication in 2014. He then worked alongside several genetic and genomic inventors to perfect a genetic programming replicator in Germany.”

“I heard about this. How does that relate to Giselle?”

“The chip she wears and the way it works is a miniature version of that machine Dr. Spreckles worked on in Germany. We can feed it code and the antibodies we create enhance certain aspects of memory and block others. It is the catalyst for the Sychol. The drugs and the memory therapy alone can be overwhelming for a subject. That is why you have noted so many failures.”

Eilif could feel himself sinking into the chair. 

“What you are saying is that every subjective memory patient that succeeded were implanted with these chips?”

Something in Royster’s eyes betrayed his pleasure at Eilif’s discovery.

“That is correct.”

“But that would mean...”

“Yes. Monday was our asset all along.”

Eilif was stunned. The implications were astounding. Was it the US Government that had set him up? Was Galbraith that corrupted? Was Sinegem? What had they done? It was all a trap.

Eilif blinked and looked away. He had to think. He had to connect the dots.

“Let me help you, Mr. Nicholaisen. I can see your gears turning. In this battle, there is really only two players. Everyone else is being used. Sinegem. Galbraith. The US Secret Service, the NSA, and even the President of the United States. There is only ViVeri and us.”

Alarm spread across his limbs. He was in danger here. He had walked straight into the den of the wolf, thinking he was the wounded predator. Instead, he was the willing sacrifice.

“What kind of game are you playing, Royster?”

He tilted his head to the side, a slim smile plastered to his handsome face.

“Who’s playing? We are completely serious.”

“Who are you?”

“The new world order, Eilif. And you could have been on the wrong side this whole time. We have saved you. Honestly, I don’t know why. The only thing you have ever done right is father a daughter.”

“Then why am I here? Why am I still alive?”

Royster approached him and laid a hand on his shoulder.

“Because, Mr. Nicholaisen, you still have a role to play.”

Eilif felt more than heard the presence of the person behind him. Before he could turn, he felt the prick of a needle in his shoulder. 

He whipped around and tried to stand. Royster held him down with one hand, as strong as steel.

“Hold still, Eilif. This will only take a while. We have more than a dozen of these chips. Do not worry. You are going to help us get your daughter back. After that, I cannot guarantee your safety.”

“You are sick!” Eilif managed.

He felt himself slipping. He caught a glimpse of the nurse that had injected him. He recognized her. She had worked for him for several years at his residence in California. He remembered that she had always smiled at him. She did not smile at him now. He realized, as he slipped from consciousness, that appearances were deceiving. 

Chapter Three

Seven Devils

The hallway was dark and the dust thick upon the stone. Andronicus trudged through the gloomy and damp castle. This feeling was completely foreign to him. At sixty-five, he had lived a life dedicated to hard work and secrecy. Most people thought he looked forty. They would not be far off, in truth, as science had prolonged his life and reversed many of its effects upon his body (and, more importantly, his mind).

Andronicus had not tasted failure since he had slipped on a roof when he was fourteen and fallen fifteen feet. He had survived, bruised and tender. His father’s punishment for failing to maintain his balance was more traumatic than his fall. The lesson was that failure was unacceptable.

The feeling in the pit of his stomach was unbearable.

Perhaps worse than this feeling of dread and failure was his escort.

Hooded and slim, Abd-al-Aziz had served the Consortium for almost two decades. His dark, gnarled hands had personally killed more than a thousand victims. The brightly decorated saifani handle of the curved janbiya dagger at his side was enough of a threat to most people who understood Abd-al-Aziz’s role here.

Aziz also wore a beaded scarf across his face. He was a devout Yemeni soldier who found a calling here amongst the Consortium. He believed in their cause and offered his janbiya in service to leaders as an exacter of justice as well as a personal bodyguard.

The Consortium attracted thousands of individuals like Aziz who served under principle more than pay. Andronicus firmly believed that the Consortium collectively took these people for granted.

His fear of the consequences of his failure blocked his efforts to brainstorm a way for penance. Was it this way with common people? Did their fear of the unknown paralyze their efforts to overcome the present or plan the future? Was this a weakness or merely a human mechanism for survival?

He was determined not to succumb to repeating his past failure. First, he had to survive this meeting.

“This way,” his escort said in clipped French.

He could have spoken any of a half dozen languages and Andronicus would have understood.

He followed Aziz. The man’s shoulders were squared, his stance relaxed but wary.

Andronicus watched the man glimpse over his shoulder.

Maybe his reputation had preceded him. It was completely possible that he had overestimated the results of his failure. Wasn’t he convinced that not all was lost? 

One piece of the puzzle still had fallen. The President was dead.

The problem was that Andronicus was no longer convinced that this served them as much as it did their enemy.

Aziz led him down a set of stairs.

This old castle had not been modernized. Lamps still illuminated the interior, sending out inferior light. Andronicus could feel the chill that the hundred fireplaces could not dispel. He could smell the burning of the lamps, the fires, and the bodies in the courtyard. The walls were slick with lichen and rotting tapestries.

The glory of a reign almost two centuries old was rotting around him. 

That was the beauty and the weakness of the Consortium. Although they still held sway over the world, they were rising from the ashes. They were the proverbial underdogs. They had been the perennial conquerors.

Born of the blood of ancient kings, pharaohs, and rulers, he and his partners bore the standard left by ancestors long dead to take back what was rightfully theirs. For centuries they had worked to shape world history from behind the curtain. They had allowed their power to grow, but horded their wealth. 

Aziz held open a door. Andronicus looked at the man’s face, trying to read his eyes. He saw that Aziz wore a long, graying beard, but his eyes were deep-set and bottomless. The eyes of a killer. The eyes of the convicted. The eyes of the merciless.

Andronicus had been wrong.

This man knew no fear.

The room he entered smelled of incense and cigars. It smelled of cedar and strong coffee. It was the breath of old money, old power. 

In contrast to the rest of the compound, this room was lit by electricity. He could hear the faint hum of a nearby generator. He heard someone clear their throat.

The room was massive. To his left, a long oak table dominated the space. Five men and one woman sat at the table. 

Beatrice Aristides lay her hands flat upon the table. Her dark Greek isle eyes betrayed her. She had been his lover for almost four years when they were younger. She no longer held any love for him. They had become bitter rivals in the Consortium. He had already tasted her distrust and lack of forgiveness. He would have no help there.

Rashidi Renihura’s face was grim. His skin was pocked with disease and age. Near death, Rashidi, known for his ruthless determination to see their ancestor’s dream realized in his generation, would not easily forgive his failure. It was Rashidi’s wealth and influence that had led to the terrorist diversions in the Middle East. He had no sons. Andronicus was his last hope.

Andronicus took in a quick breath. He saw only two friendly faces. He was outnumbered. Louis Villeneuve was an unknown. His family had taken on a new name almost a century ago. His family name was too recognizable to remain incognito. Louis had been elected to the inner council almost two years ago. His votes had been scattered. He was generally swayed easily by emotion. Andronicus hoped he could use that to his advantage.

Lassiter and the Scot were too young to hold a grudge. They probably were confident enough of a recovery that they would be more forgiving.

The only rival at the table more opposed to him than Beatrice was his brother.

Most people would not recognize the resemblance.

Where Andronicus was tall and built like a mountain, Antiochus was slender. Andronicus was completely bald. His brother’s hair was dark and his curls framed a face that was fair and matched a thick goatee marked with a streak of grey.

Andronicus looked like a warrior and Antiochus a leader.

They both had deep grey eyes, but that was where the similarities ended.

Antiochus was curious, clever, creative, and his humor bitter.

Andronicus was completely humorless, boorish, and unimaginative. It was no wonder Beatrice had left his bed for his brother’s.

He glanced again at Beatrice. He noted the deep lines at her mouth, her raven hair, and the curves of her bare arms. He remembered his time with her with fondness. He had been foolish. If he were honest with himself, he would count this as his second failure since his father’s beating all those years ago.

“Nice of you to finally join us, brother,” Antiochus said. It galled his brother that he attended inner council meetings infrequently.

Andronicus bowed low and remained silent. He knew nothing would be gained.

“We understand things did not go as we had planned,” Rashidi said. The disappointment in his voice could melt the gold gorget at his neck.

Andronicus raised his gaze and looked directly at Rashidi. He knew that to avoid his stare would be an unforgivable error.

“That is correct.”

“You have failed, then,” his brother accused.

He flashed his eyes to Antiochus and kept the sting from his voice the best he could.

“That would not be entirely true,” he offered. His voice rumbled through the room.

His brother smiled thinly.

“The way I understand failure, brother—at least from the lessons we learned at our father’s feet—one either fails or does not. There are no half measures.”

The others seemed impressed by his brother’s clever turn.

He nodded.

“What I mean,” he explained, his eyes panning from Antiochus on his right to Beatrice on the left, “is that in some of our goals, we have failed. However, in others, we have been successful. The opportunity to gain traction and move forward is still available.”

“Explain yourself,” Beatrice commanded. Her eyes narrowed.

He nodded.

“The President of the United States is dead at the hand of his wife, one of our faithful.”

Beatrice snorted.

“You mean one of your lackeys.”

“Catherine gave her life to provide us this victory. Her family have been considered the only True Blood in all of America,” he said. He would defend her sacrifice if he must. The President was a dead man, regardless. Catherine had volunteered. Since his other plans were crumbling, he wanted to ensure at least one feather in their cap.

“From what I understand, we cannot even be assured that this move benefitted our enemy as much as it does us. This is especially true, as we have heard of the reluctance of Mr. Chen to be involved in our plan. He seems to think he can pull his people out of this conflict.” Antiochus smirked as he delivered these accusations.

He and Beatrice must have rehearsed this scenario. All his strengths would be made to look as though they were weaknesses and his failures to appear to be mortal wounds to their hopes. They needed a scapegoat. He was being prepared to be trussed and taken out the city gates to be sacrificed for them all.

He narrowed his eyes and met his brother’s gaze. Anger welled up in him. When they were young, he had enjoyed pummeling the little brat for no reason. Now, he appeared to be getting his revenge.

“The jury is still out on that position. It is yet to be seen how the Pentagon will use this power vacuum. We have plans and a candidate prepared to take his place.”

Beatrice shook her head.

“We have not unanimously approved of Speaker Rodman. We cannot hope to continue to manage through fear. We must identify a true believer in our cause. One of our own.”

He scoffed.

She scowled at him.

“Beatrice: that would take another lifetime to foment that sort of candidate. We have tried in the past. Suicides. Assassinations. Massive moral and cognitive disappointments. I thought it was the decision of this council to identify existing political candidates who fit our profiles and manage through them. I thought our resources have been committed to infiltrating the largest corporations and managing our candidates through their influence.”

“These were the failed systems begun with your mentor Bellamy and continued under your leadership,” Beatrice argued.

“And you have been stripped of that leadership, brother.”

He turned his cold eyes to Antiochus again. His brother had suggested that the burden of leadership should fall on the collective council. They were equals and each had an identical interest in the affairs of the Consortium. They had voted to enact a leaderless council that acted in harmony. 

Indeed, for almost five years, they had made the greatest collective gains in their history. Whether that was attributed to an inner harmony due to a perception of egalitarianism or due to any one of their individual efforts was arguable.

“What do you want from me?” he asked in frustration.

Beatrice smiled.

Villeneuve stared at the rings on his fingers, a deep frown on his face.

Rashidi’s face was contorted in disgust.

Andronicus realized his error immediately. He had admitted defeat.

Before he could appeal to his narrow chance in the eyes of his theoretical friends on the council, he had submitted himself to them in a fit of weakness and surrender. He had effectively admitted his guilt.

Any argument he had considered was now irrelevant. Any escape he hoped would present itself was now neutered.

Andronicus looked down the table, his eyes desperate for another chance. The problem was: he had none.

“I am happy that you are willing to submit yourself to this council, Andronicus,” Beatrice purred.

“I am part of this council,” he argued. “I submit to it as an equal.”

“We shall see about that, brother. You have failed. You have admitted this. Your position is tenuous. I think I speak for the council when I say that we will require proof that you deserve to remain one of us.”

“Proof?” Andronicus asked, incredulous. He knotted his hands.

He had expected that they would execute him. Persecute him. Make of him an example.

Remove him? Insult him? 

They meant to humiliate him.

Somehow, this was worse than death.

Antiochus glanced down the table. The Scot nodded at him. Villeneuve shrugged and raised his eyebrows. Rashidi ignored Antiochus and continued to glare at Andronicus. Beatrice smiled and blinked slowly.

“Again, I speak for the council. If I do not, they will kindly correct me. We need you to finish what you have started. In fact, we need you to make some...adjustments to your original parameters.”

He controlled his breathing. He was being offered an olive branch. He was being given an opportunity for revenge. His sacrifice would be akin to Catherine’s. He was curious what his brother had concocted. On the other hand, had it been Beatrice?

“Tell me of these adjustments, then.”

His brother squirmed and glanced down at some notes in front of him.

“We have information that our team has been successful obtaining two vital assets. We are interested in putting these assets to use for our cause. We have not determined exactly how they will be advantageous, but we see potential for both to be used as weapons in our war.”

Andronicus glanced down the table. He could not read their faces. They were hiding something.

“What are these assets, then?”

“Can we assume from this question that you are willing to provide us this proof?” 

They thought they were sending him on a suicide mission. A mission with a purpose, but one in which there was little hope that he would survive. He looked directly at Beatrice and then back to Antiochus. David and Bathsheba.

Fine. 

He would play their little game. He was going to enjoy the look on their faces when he came back triumphant. On his terms.

“Of course,” he said. “I am willing to give my life for our cause.”

“We hope it will not require that much sacrifice,” Villeneuve offered.

He had a champion on the council after all. He had felt completely abandoned. Or was he underestimating them? Were they more afraid of Beatrice and Antiochus than they were of him? That was not the case for Rashidi. The man feared nothing but a death robbed of his dream.

He abandoned his guessing game. He needed to work with facts. Solid knowledge. Supposition would get him nowhere.

“We have acquired a brilliant geneticist, a German doctor raised in America. Dr. Spreckles has agreed to offer his services to us. We want you to meet with him and determine how we can best use his talents. Give him whatever he wants. We have committed enormous funds to bring him to us. We need to spare no expense to keep him in the fold.”

This sounded harmless. 

What was the catch? He wondered.

“The second asset is a bit trickier. We have also acquired Giselle Chaput.”

Andronicus felt his heart leap. Not all was lost. This might even play out in his favor.

“How might she help, you think?” he asked. His voice sounded strained as he attempted to mask his excitement.

Beatrice narrowed her eyes.

“We are completely aware of your sexual proclivities, Andronicus. Do not pretend to deceive us. We know your involvement with this woman,” Beatrice said, acid dripping from her words.

“What you may not know about Ms. Chaput is that although she was subjected to memory therapy and manipulation by our partners at Galbraith, she was being fed a stream of conflicting programming by our enemies.”

Andronicus was confused.

“I do not understand. I thought her father brought her to us for the sole purpose of creating a mole within Sinegem. How was this at cross purposes with our enemy?”

Antiochus’ face was set in a grim mask.

“The Brotherhood and its supporters have discovered a more superior and trustworthy way to manipulate the human brain. Your drug and psychotherapy theories were largely unsuccessful. Evidently, they have a coding system that somehow re-writes the human genome in a way that makes it susceptible to suggestion. I don’t pretend to understand it all,” his brother explained with a dismissive wave.

This was his failure. He had been manipulated. The consortium’s own methods was being used against them.

It had happened before. World War Two. The puppet Hitler had become too erratic. The Consortium had learned their lesson. So they had thought. Another half century had taught them nothing. Hubris can only be debilitating only for so long. Eventually, arrogance takes its former post.

He struggled to remain calm, to fight off the impending gloom that threatened to encompass him.

Andronicus needed to make the most of this opportunity he was being given. He could not begin thinking he was already defeated. He puffed out his chest. Took a deep breath.

“What has Calvin done this time?” he asked matter-of-factly.

Beatrice’s heavy-lidded eyes blinked slowly as she regarded him.

“We were hoping you would ask his father. He has Giselle now. And Lars wants to make amends for his son’s betrayal.”

Chapter Four

Like Father Like Son

The light swung from its frayed wire, sending shadows reeling across the room. Boxes lined the walls, office supplies discarded from the seventies, and an assortment of ordinance.

Lars rested his club upon a box labeled “Personnel.” It left a smudge of dark blood upon its dusty surface.

The soldier was slumped in the thick oak chair, blood matted in his close-cropped hair.

His eyelids fluttered.

His hand jerked involuntarily.

Maybe it would be easier just to inject him with Sychol again, Lars thought.

He waited.

Sweat poured from his face.

He wiped it again with the stained handkerchief from his khakis.

He had blood splattered down the front of his button down shirt. Lars had rolled up his sleeves.

In some ways, these motions felt familiar. It was a different time and different circumstances. He had interrogated American prisoners in Vietnam in a similar fashion.

The difference was that now he really cared if he got answers.

In the jungles of Dak To, he had merely been interested in inflicting pain. And death.

He could hear his voice echoing back from the past.

How close are they to the border? How many? Which divisions? Do you have any members of the NLV in captivity?

Questions and questions. Screams and blubbering. Always blood and death. 

He had been a younger man. A man with fewer convictions, although he had been filled with passion and righteousness. 

Lars was skating on ice thinner than a blade. He was eerily familiar with this particular frozen pond. He understood death. Death was a good friend, a close acquaintance that came to visit but never stayed for long.

Major Edwards was not dead. He had not reached the pinnacle of pain threshold that enabled complete access to his secrets. Information that was vital to Lars and his cause.

He waited for twenty minutes.

Finally, he grabbed the bucket at his feet, dipped it in a tub of brackish water, and hauled it to the middle of the room where Edwards still reeled from his injuries.

His eyes were caked with dried blood. His mouth was contorted from the absence of most of his teeth. A mass of skin lay flat against his right cheek, broken cartilage sticking out of the fleshy skin that once was his nose.

His hands were bound, the rope braiding the officer’s wrists in wide red welts and broken skin.

Lars had spared his legs and feet.

They would be last.

He threw the water over the officer’s head.

The man jolted awake, spewing blood from his mouth, breathing raggedly.

He groaned.

“The pain can go away, Major,” Lars promised.

The man slumped again, his shoulders forward, his mouth agape.

“Just kill me. You won’t get what you want,” Edwards said slowly. His voice was barely a whisper.

Lars expected bravery. Not stupidity.

“I just want to you to tell me what you know about a Pentagon program called TRELLIS.”

Edwards shook his head. 

“I don’t know TRELLIS. Classified. It does not exist.” Edwards shook his head, his eyes drooping.

“Which is it, Major? Is it classified or does it not exist?” 

“Classified,” the Major said. His voice was fading. The man would pass out soon from exhaustion, hunger, thirst, and loss of blood.

“We cannot sleep again, Major. We are almost done here. I am convinced that you are lying to me.”

Edwards managed to look up at him, hate in his bloodshot eyes.

“Go to Hell,” he said, his voice level.

“I will. For the pain I have inflicted, the lives I have taken, I am a damned man. Of this I have no doubt, Major. You, however, have an opportunity to repent. This is the gift I give you.”

“You are no priest.”

“This is true.”

“And I am no saint!” Edwards spat. Blood splattered across the floor at his feet.

“I think you underestimate yourself, Major Edwards.”

“Stop. Calling. Me. That.”

Lars smiled. Taunts could be effective against victims who maintained a high level of pride. Sometimes they worked where physical punishment failed to get results.

Lars placed his finger under the Major’s chin. He could feel the broken bones there. The Major winced.

“Tell me.”

Edwards closed his eyes.

“If I could kill myself, I would,” he managed. He opened his eyes. They were full of hate and murder. “Maybe then I could put you out of your misery.” 

Lars chuckled at that one. He had interrogated thousands of prisoners. This was the first time he had actually laughed.

There is a first time for everything, he thought.

“You are courageous. I will give you that, Major. I suppose you know that either way you will die. I will not make you empty promises. You are correct in assuming that as soon as I have the information, I will finish what I have started.”

The Major swallowed and tried to pull his face away. Lars sighed and grabbed his chin between his thumb and finger. He leaned in and brought his face close.

He could smell the man’s sweat, urine, and blood all mingled with some cheap cologne the Major preferred. Lars wanted to instill fear in this man. He was certain he was not capable of doing that. The Major was fearless. Perhaps threats would break him.

“How many times have you seen your daughter this year, Major?”

Edwards squinted. Expelled a breath like rotten fruit. His lip puffed out and his jaw set.

“You leave her out of this!”

“I am only saying that if you would like, I can have her flown in so she can watch you die. Or maybe we can do some things to her. Would she dance for her Daddy, you think?”

The heat that radiated from Edwards was indicative of his anger and his fear. Lars could feel him shake.

“Why do you need this information? Why is it so important to you?

Honesty was so harmless. It could open doors, close others, and yet felt so wrong.

“National security, actually,” Lars explained.

“Well, that changes everything,” Edwards added, sarcastically.

Lars shrugged and let the Major’s chin drop.

“The truth is complicated sometimes, Major. Regardless of why I need the information, you will tell me because you cherish the life of your daughter, Melissa.”

Edwards shook his head.

“I cannot. TRELLIS is off limits to me. I knew of it. Knew some of the key personnel in charge. That is all I know.”

“Who?”

“What?”

“You said you knew some of the people in charge.”

“I did?”

Lars smiled.

“Yes. Maybe you need another shot...” he threatened, glancing at the table.

“No. I can tell you that,” Edwards offered.

Lars did not trust him. It would be better for the Major to give the names first. Let him feel safe.

“Who is in charge of TRELLIS, Major Edwards?”

Edwards hesitated. Licked his cracked lips with a tongue covered in pasty white globules.

“Several agents from the CIA: I do not remember their names. One was a close friend with McGowen with the NSA.”

“Cloverdale. Yes. I know him. Who else?” Cloverdale was already dead. That was the main reason they were here now. Surely, the Major knew the man was murdered in his own house last week.

Edwards swallowed.

“Vogler. Henry Vogler.”

“From the Department of the Interior? That Vogler?” 

Edwards nodded.

“And General Braxton. I have seen his name on several departmental memos connected with TRELLIS.”

“You mean at the Pentagon? You have seen this mentioned there?”

“Yes.”

“And this was classified to you?”

“Yes.” The way the Major said that with his jaw clenched gave Lars an idea.

“This did not set well with you did it? All these secrets kept from you. All these clandestine meetings held in public with a half dozen agencies represented and you were not invited. You had not made it to the prime time.”

“I put in my time. I had served. I had proven loyal. I should have already been part of The Brotherhood. I had paid my dues.”

“And now you are here naming names for me. How helpful. How loyal.”

The Major sighed, his nostrils flaring. His jaw clenched.

“Come on now, who else?” Lars asked.

“No.”

Lars struck him across the face with a closed fist.

The sound was like a hammer smacking a wet bag of sand.

Edwards turned his head back to him and spit out a tooth.

“I’ve been hit harder by a Girl Scout,” he managed around the blood frothing out of the corner of this mouth.

“Who else? I will hit your daughter the same way before I take her.”

The Major’s eyes held a defiant light for two seconds. He dropped his gaze and stared at the floor.

“There is only one other I know.”

“Who?”

“Royster.”

Lars froze. He had suspected all along. The knowledge was enough to send him over the edge. He had hoped it would not come to this.

He was prepared to do what he must to preserve his place in the future regime. The trouble was figuring which regime would come out on top. He had played both sides for so long; he was torn as to which he needed to support. His son’s close involvement with the enemy made the decision even more difficult.

Lars knew he deserved this. He had it coming. He always knew that eventually he would have to face Andronicus. His cousin could be so unforgiving.

He could feel the world closing down to a pinpoint. A roar in his ears rushed through his head. He breathed deeply, hoping not to pass out.

Ever since Monday had pounded him, he had been threatened by an imminent heart attack. The repeated Sychol treatments, the subsequent deprogramming, the constant pain, paired with his age and failing health was a deadly cocktail.

The irony if he died of a heart attack after all that he had been through was enough to make him laugh if it was not so blasted sad.

Edwards was looking at him strangely.

“Are you sure,” Lars asked.

Edwards nodded.

Lars turned away, not wanting the Major see him deal with this darkness that threatened to overwhelm him.

A knock sounded at the metal door.

Violet came in. Her eyes were bulging, her face flushed. She glanced at the Major and then at him.

As usual, he was impressed with her perfect blend of beauty, agility, and ruthlessness.

“My news first or yours?” she asked.

Lars glanced over his shoulder at the Major.

“Go.”

She pressed her lips together and nodded.

“I found it.”

He narrowed his eyes.

“Where?”

She smiled.

“It is traveling this way as we speak.”

“My news can wait,” he said.

He pulled his single action Smith &Wesson E-series 1911 and turned toward the Major in one smooth motion.

The report of the .45 ACP round was loud in the small confines of the room.

The Major’s head exploded, brains and bone splattering the wall behind him.

The energy from the bullet pushed him over. The chair splintered as his dead body hit the floor. Pieces of the legs and seat skittered across the floor and nudged the sole of his boot.

Lars looked away and stepped through the door, leaving his torture kit behind. He would not need it where he was going.

Violet joined him. She knew better than to talk to him.

Chapter Five

A Badge of Courage

The rhythmic thrum of the helicopter’s engines almost lulled Jake to sleep. His body was rested but his mind was worn thin by the past week. He made mental checklists to keep himself awake.

He looked around at his team, noting their grim faces and body language that spoke of confidence and purpose. They all understood why they were here. No one was misled as to why each had been handpicked.

Vazquez, the communications expert, fluent in ten languages, fumbled with her sidearm. She was the closest thing to a rookie here, but had served with the CIA and with the UN. She was young. Too young.

Xin Lu Ming, the Singapore native, served as their explosive expert. He was lean and his eyes betrayed his distrust and discomfort. Jake understood that Xin was reluctant to join the cause. Jake ignored the angry glances. Xin’s expertise was crucial to this mission. Not only to place precise ballistic grade explosives in key areas and detonate them at specific times, but also to predict, locate, and identify counter explosive measures.

Nahum Amit, the former Mossad operative, was Jake’s counterpart. Rumor was that he had served as a counter-terrorist assassin within Kidon, a special black-ops unit that answered directly to the Israeli Prime Minister. His hard, angular features and deep, expressionless eyes belied his heart for his country and for humanity. Nahum was a special breed of human that was convicted that his talents could make the difference in conflict. His gaze was as sharp as the combat knife at his side.

Harrold Morehead, the UK MI-6 Secret Intelligence Service representative, picked his teeth with a steel pick from his multi-tool. He looked bored. Morehead was balding, about forty, and had an odd sense of humor. Jake guessed that the man was single, but not by choice. He was the team’s firepower. His big, gnarled hands were made to hold an assault rifle. The modified HK G36C battle rifle in his lap reflected the dull morning light.

Vazquez, Ming, Amit, and Morehead constituted his team. Four other teams just like this one were on course for Beijing. The Senator and his counterparts in Israel, France, United Kingdom, Italy, Germany, Canada, Sweden, Russia, and Japan had gathered their best operatives, team leaders, strategists, intelligence experts, and diplomats to form a global task force that operated outside of UN jurisdiction to stamp out the threat that the ViVeri Consortium represented.

At first, Jake had been tempted to refuse the offer to lead a team. Now, his decision weighed on him. He did not belong here.

The familiar P226 in a holster at his right thigh gave him almost as much comfort as the Spiderco Warrior combat knife attached handle-down at his left chest pocket. In contrast, the KRISS Vector .45 ACP submachine gun strapped to his back and the M14 EBR-RI in his hands were unfamiliar and, in some ways, intimidating.

Jake was an operative, not a soldier. He was a killer. He was a man with a badge and a job and a pension. He was a father and a husband. 

And a son.

At first he had denied it. He had come to accept that some of what he was doing now was for his father. Others took it for granted. He had finally embraced it, knowing this was duty. This was his responsibility. This was expected of him.

That was why he felt so vindicated when they had come upon a satellite image of an ammunition factory in a little town called Tianjun in the Qinghai Province of China. Most of the munitions manufactured at the converted chemical plant were put on rail. However, several trucks would travel to an underground fortress built into the side of the mountains south of the town. These, the team suspected, were “dirty” nukes: small plutonium-based warheads that were being stocked under the mountain.

To prepare nine pounds of weapons-grade plutonium, it takes a massive chemical plant capable of extracting the Pu-239, purifying it, compressing it, and preparing it for fitting in a warhead. This whole process is considered simpler than preparing Uranium-based nuclear bombs. One side benefit is that Plutonium is considerably lighter. Yet, the process is dirtier. The remote location guaranteed covert operations and lower collateral damage.

It was unclear so far if these nukes were being stockpiled for use by the ViVeri Consortium or by China. The possibility that a third party was involved also existed. 

Their mission would necessitate quick, effective action.

The hunt for Chen had proven time-consuming.

They suspected that the Chinese were working with the ViVeri Consortium. Their goal was to find out why. Since Chen’s location was difficult to ascertain, they decided to pursue a secondary Chinese target: Fin Zhou, a multi-national terrorist with ties to religious insurgents, left wing guerillas, and right wing militias. His services were available to anyone with enough money. According to his file, he lacked political affiliation. 

Jake recognized the man. He had been both a client of Galbraith and a target. 

Zhou had fled to his native country and had presumably been hired by the Consortium. They had determined this more through process of elimination than actual facts. The reason they were pursuing him was that they had an exact bearing on Fin Zhou. 

He was surrounded by a large security force in a ten story building on the outskirts of Tianjun. His factory, which had produced ammonia nitrate and other fairly combustible chemicals during the last few decades, had been converted to produce ammunition, weapons-grade plutonium, and possibly even biochemical components.

Where it was once the sole source of employment for this small town, now it was a fortress. It would prove to be a difficult nut to crack. That was why they had assembled this team.

“Have we confirmed our flight plans?” Jake asked their pilot, Carlos Vienci, an Italian RIS—military intelligence—operative.

“We have a green light, but Beijing wants to accompany us. They have a strike force ready to roll and escort us in.”

Jake raised his eyebrows. The Senator would find this information interesting. It wasn’t exactly a firm denial, but it was at least evidence that maybe they would have an ally here after all, however implausible that might seem.

“They know it is Tianjun, not Tianjin, right?”

Carlos smiled.

“Yes. They have a flight of twenty-man AS 532 Cougar transport helicopters ready to pick us up at Nanjing.”

“Escort?”

“Two WZ-10 attack helicopters alongside and a pair of J-11 fighters overhead.”

“That will do,” Jake said.

“Mr. Monday, we are attacking what essentially is a large Mafia stronghold.”

“Don’t underestimate them,” Jake warned.

“Yes sir.”

“When can we expect our escort?”

Carlos glanced at some instruments. 

“We are ten hours out, Mr. Monday.”

No titles here. No ego. Just performance. 

As team leader, Jake was tasked with acquiring Fin Zhou. The other teams would provide distraction, infiltration, and assist with the exfiltration of the target. 

The “help” of the Chinese government would make their assignment both safer and more difficult. Jurisdiction and extradition were touch-and-go between agencies of the same nation, let alone tenuous allies. Getting Fin Zhou out of China might include a daring escape. Tougher to pull off with an escort.

Jake focused on the job ahead, trying to put thoughts of failure at the back of his mind. To him, there was only the protection of his team, the capture of Zhou, and the safe return home to his family.

The wound left by a dead president and a world torn apart by the feeling of impending doom had kept them busy for the past weeks. Now it was time for them to act.

Although they were all from different places, they were connected by fear. Fear for loved ones, fear for their respective countries. What had transpired in Washington was just the beginning. 

Their response had to be precise, violent, and controlled. If his instincts were accurate, they needed to watch their backs. 

∞

Hours later, having met up with a cadre of nervous, reluctant Chinese military personnel, their helicopter veered off from the formation, coming up over the final rise at a blistering pace. Carlos seemed unnerved by their escort. The radio chatter had been polite but terse. Their Chinese friends were tagging along, but only providing air superiority. The aggressive, alien design of the WZ-10s was intimidating. The speed and precision of the J-11s a vivid reminder of whose airspace this was.

Low clouds obscured their vision of the land below. They rose low over lonely mountain ranges. Occasionally, the clouds would part to reveal large expanses of fields dotted intermittently by paved roads and small villages. 

Jake adjusted the visor on his lightweight helmet. Checked his communication equipment. Tested his heads-up display on his orange-tinted visor. Everything worked flawlessly. He was connected to each member of his team through comms and a readout that gave him information on their heart rates, breaths per minute, and anaerobic threshold. He felt the thin disk at the top of his abdomen that relayed the information via Bluetooth technology. Their outfits were equipped with fabric electrodes that gathered the data.

Everyone seemed calm and ready.

The factory was just ahead. Jake swallowed hard. So much was riding on the success of this mission. He knew that his position as leader was mostly as figurehead. Each of his teammates knew precisely what their assignment entailed. He was determined to make this a quick infiltration with no casualties.

“Target on approach. Prepare for landing,” Carlos intoned as he flicked switches and maneuvered their craft toward a large concrete pad on the north side of the building. 

The waning sun shone from a hundred dark, reflective windows. The parking lot was half-full of personal vehicles. The complex was more than just one building. It was a fortress; a modern four-story main laboratory and manufacturing facility, gated parking, with several low buildings to the south that housed materials, barracks, equipment, and additional troops. Two towers flanked the west entry into the compound, one facing north, the other facing west. 

Only a handful of guards were evident as they approached.

Jake saw the mounted turrets. The men operating them taken by surprise.

“It doesn’t look like they were expecting us,” Morehead noted.

“Swing away and approach along the east lot,” Jake ordered.

The engines whined as the craft swayed and caught an upstream current. Carlos expertly pulled out and they lifted up a hundred feet in the span of a second. The air was cut by the chopping rhythm of fifty-caliber chain gun in the north tower.

On cue, the WZs flew in, their 30 mm Bushmaster auto cannons spitting death at both guard towers. Wood, metal, bones, and flesh destroyed in a fraction of a moment. The roof of the tower exploded in a rain of metal. The Chinese attack helicopters continued past the factory and swooped around like deadly bugs, raining death on the troops below.

Jake caught Ming pointing toward a metal hut to the south of the factory. Two low vehicles exited, lumbering through a dark layer of smoldering wreckage. The other tasks groups had laid smoke to cover their entry. The pair of Type 88 Main Battle Tanks rolled through the billowing smoke headed towards the main gates. They seemed oblivious to the two transport choppers hovering directly to the south compound, emptying Special Forces units to the ground.

“Look,” Ming said.

“Yes. We are prepared. Watch,” Jake returned.

A loud screech echoed off the mountains around them, loud enough for Jake to hear it over the engine.

The J-11s streaked from above so quickly, he barely could note their trajectory.

In the next moment, two bright flashes lit the pre-dawn sky and the tanks exploded. Steel shrapnel, ignited ordnance, and fuel exploded, showering the lot with molten metal and deadly fire.

Ming raised his eyebrows.

“Impressive.”

“Good to have friends,” Jake noted.

“Maybe Zhou will wish he had friends like ours,” Morehead quipped.

Jake smiled. If the Chinese were working in concert with Sinegem and ViVeri, would they have sacrificed these assets? He felt better about their chances.

“Touch us down over there, Carlos,” Jake commanded, pointing to a small patch of uncut grass. A concrete wall and the diversions to the south and west shielded their approach to the East entrance.

“Gotcha,” Carlos said.

Jake turned and looked his team in the eyes.

“Amit and Morehead, take the lead. Go fast and stay low. Only engage if it is necessary. Speed and precision. Body mass shots, or legs.” He watched for their nods. Morehead chewed gum, and his wink was his assent. Amit just slowly closed his eyes. He seemed almost bored. “Vasquez and Ming, take up the rear. Vasquez, keep the channel clear, keep your HUD on so our feed is live to Carlos and HQ.”

She nodded and flipped down a small glass from her helmet with a miniature mic attached. She looked like someone out of a science fiction adventure. Technology would not save them, but it certainly would keep them ahead of their enemy.

Ming shouldered his bag wordlessly.

Jake held up his hand, thumbs up. He glanced at Carlos.

“Now would be good,” he said.

Jake motioned and Amit pulled the side door open. The frigid mountain air hit Jake like a wall. He squinted, the cold freezing the water on his eyes, blurring his vision and taking his breath away.

To their south, the lot between the factory and the barracks was ablaze. The J-11s dropped more ordnance, danger-close style, near Teams Bravo and Charlie. 

Morehead tapped him on the shoulder.

“War is hell!” he yelled over the blasts, a sarcastic grin lighting his face.

Jake shook his head.

They hopped down to the knee-high grass. It tossed violently in the turbulence of the rotors. 

“Get airborne and provide support from above. Prepare to exfil on the north by the destroyed gate,” Jake ordered Carlos.

“Understood. Boss?”

“Yes,” Jake shouted over the whine of the rotors overhead.

Ming moved forward and placed a small charge on the gate while Jake looked up at Carlos as he swung away.

“Teams Delta and Echo are going off grid.”

“What? Why?”

The transport chopper pulled up into the frosty air and moved off toward the west.

“Orders from Command. They are intercepting a rail transport destined for the mountains to the north.”

“Understood. Keep your eyes out for our friends up there.”

“Trust me, I’ve got a feeling.”

“Me too. Keep your cards close,” Jake urged.

“I don’t gamble, but I agree.”

Vasquez and Ming waited on him at the gate. He moved through and followed Amit.

The former Mossad operative’s face was set in a grim look, his eyes shadowed. Jake was just as uncomfortable. Too many explosions. Too much gunfire. 

Morehead moved like a great cat, swinging the SAW like it was broomstick. Two guards exited the building brandishing assault rifles. Morehead cut them down. Amit vaulted to the side as bullets from the second story chipped the concrete at his feet.

Jake sighted down his M-14 and pulled the trigger twice. The shooters above ducked back.

“We should not have to fight them all by ourselves. Where is Delta and Echo?” Amit complained.

Jake shook his head.

“Stay on mission!”

Morehead swung his light machine gun across his body, resting it on his hip and pulled a Remington 870 Express from a side scabbard. 

“Best skeleton key ever made!” Morehead bragged. He shot the door handle. It shattered open and Morehead stepped in. Two more shots sounded from inside.

Amit brandished a sidearm in both hands, his eyes steel.

Jake stepped in behind him, leaning the M-14 against the wall. He would not need the rifle inside, but might have use for it later. He pulled out the Vector and put its stock firmly against his shoulder.

The hallway was littered with blood and three dead factory guards. Morehead was at the next corner peering around. He looked back and put up three fingers. Morehead tapped his chest with a smile and sliced his finger across his throat.

Before Jake could warn him, Morehead slipped around the corner, his shotgun at his waist.

Amit and Jake moved forward just as Vasquez and Ming entered the lobby behind them. Jake stepped over a body and took up the position on the opposite corner just as the guards noted Morehead.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Morehead announced.

The shotgun belched fire and two men went down in the narrow hall. The third was pulling his assault rifle to his shoulder when Morehead racked the slide on the shotgun and adjusted his aim. The spread took the man in the chest and spun him around. 

Jake saw Amit staring at him.

“He is a liability,” Amit said quietly.

Jake glanced back at the Brit stepping over the first body.

“We don’t have time to debate this now.”

Amit screwed up his mouth and nodded.

“What are we waiting on, girls?” Morehead asked over his shoulder.

Vasquez mumbled something under her breath.

Jake tried to ignore the complicated dynamics involved with a cobbled-together international team of anti-terrorists. He just wanted the job done. Quick and efficient. So far, they had not been stalled.

He rushed forward in an attempt to catch up to Morehead. The building schematics they had studied had indicated that the stairwell on the north end of the hall would lead to a security room with sophisticated safety mechanisms. Rather than try to hack these systems, their plan was to blast their way through. The weak points of the barrier were walls surrounding the executive wing. That was why Ming was along for the ride. 

Ahead of him, Morehead was cracking one guard over the head with the stock of his Remington. Two more guards converged on him from the sides. Morehead had failed to clear three darkened adjoining rooms, and had headed straight for the security room. The breach point was actually going to be the room on the right, just before the entry to the executive wing.

“Bring it on! Show me some of your fancy dance moves!” Morehead taunted as he turned to face his attackers. He held the Remington low. The scowl on his face worried Jake more than his banter. Something here was wrong. It was almost personal. 

Jake had sensed that the Brit would rush forward too quickly, not checking his corners. He had not foreseen that Morehead would be suicidal. Jake pointed into the darkened room to his right and Amit turned in. Vazquez and Ming followed, staying on mission.

The man at Morehead’s feet groaned. The guards glanced at each other and shot at the same time. Morehead staggered backwards, his armor taking the brunt of their barrage. The guards were firing fully auto JS-9mm silenced submachine guns. The fip-fip-fip of their weapons were just audible over the commotion.

Jake pulled his Spiderco from its sheath at his chest and leaped ahead into the security room. He arced the knife over a guard’s left shoulder and buried it into the subclavian artery. Just as the man yelled, Jake sliced across, turned his knife across his body, and sliced the side of the other guard’s neck. 

Both men staggered and dropped their weapons, grasping at their wounds. The first guard fell unconscious to the floor. The other guard turned toward Jake, his eyes bulging. Jake kicked him in the stomach, forcing him against the wall. He slid down, blood spurting in a fountain from the wound.

“You are messy, I will have to say that about you,” Morehead quipped, his voice strained.

“You need to stay on mission or I won’t save your ass next time,” Jake warned.

Morehead’s jaw worked, but he nodded.

The room behind him erupted, smoke and dust billowing out the door into the hallway. Morehead winced.

“Come on. We cannot waste any more time,” Jake explained.

The room was full of debris. Vazquez was clearing some rubble from along the floor. Two men who had been on the other side of the wall lay dead, their bodies ravaged by the explosion. Amit cowered behind a desk, the whites of his eyes large and disbelieving.

“I did not sign up for this,” he said.

“Your part comes next,” Jake promised.

Amit just shook his head.

“Someone help me with this, will you?” Ming asked.

“You made the mess, you get to clean it up,” Morehead said with a smile as he bent to the task. His grimace was the only indication of the pain he endured.

Jake stood guard, his Spiderco sheathed, his Vector at the ready. The hole Ming had blown in the wall was significant, but this was their exfil point as well. They would need it cleared larger to extract their target.

“Zhou will be guarded by a professional protection detail. No funny stuff. Everyone on their game. No overlapping of targets, no collateral damage to the target. We need Zhou alive,” Jake explained.

The concrete, steel, and plaster were cleared. The only sounds they heard was their breathing and the occasional hum of equipment from the room across the hall. The building was practically sound-proof.

“Ming, guard this room. Vazquez, give a brief update to HQ. Alert me on the comm if you receive new information. We will return.”

He began to step through the hole.

“Monday?” Vazquez asked, her finger to the comm link at her ear.

Jake turned.

“Yes.”

She looked up at him, alarm in her eyes.

“We have a situation.”

Jake stared at her, his heart dropping. Something about this mission seemed off and he had been ignoring it all along.

“Delta and Echo found Zhou. He’s dead.”

Jake slumped, the Vector slapping his leg. Morehead cursed. Amit looked relieved.

“Contact Carlos. We need to leave now,” Jake said. 

“Yes sir,” Vazquez answered.

“And I was looking forward to the next dance,” Morehead said between clenched teeth. He staggered back into the room.

Jake noted a dark stain running down the big Brit’s left leg. He saw for the first time the blinking red light on his heads-up display. 

“You took a hit,” Amit noted.

Morehead shrugged, his eyelids closing lazily.

“So? We all have to go sometime,” he said as he slumped forward, his eyes rolling up into his head as he fell.

Ming rushed over and felt his carotid.

He looked up at Jake and shook his head.

“Strip his gear. Leave it. Bring him with us,” Jake said.

He felt numb. Everything was going wrong. 

This was why he preferred working alone.

Chapter Six

Big Girls Don’t Cry

“Why are you crying, Mommy?”

Hallie blinked away the tears and managed a strained smile.

“Come sit with me, hon,” she said.

Macy jumped up on the bed beside Hallie. Her frown and furrowed brow made Hallie sad.

She put her arm around her daughter and hugged her tight.

“I was sorting these pictures,” she explained.

Macy blinked. She glanced at the photos.

“Are they sad pictures?” she asked. 

Hallie smiled.

“Some of them bring back memories. Memories can make us feel good inside and sometimes we can feel sad.”

“Like when I think of Daddy?”

Hallie felt the tear run hot down her cheek.

“Just like that,” she said as she hugged Macy harder.

“It’s ok then. Because when he is here, we are all happy. And, Mr. Childs said Daddy will be back soon. He is the best at his job and everyone needs him.”

“That’s right, Macy-girl.”

Macy smirked.

“I know. It’s just that I need him, too.”

Hallie buried her face in Macy’s hair, kissing her head.

“Me too.”

They sat like that for a moment. Hallie needed her daughter right now more than ever. It felt good just to know she was safe. She considered announcing to Macy that she would soon have a little brother or sister. She discarded the thought for now. It was too big for her even to consider without getting emotional. Her hormones were enslaving her. She needed to get them under control.

Thankfully, Macy saved her.

“You know what would make me happier right now?” Macy said, placing her face in Hallie’s chest.

“Ice cream?”

Hallie could feel her smile.

“You know me so well, Mom,” Macy mumbled.

Hallie heard a shuffle in the hall.

She glanced up to see Agent Frank McKinley, her “husband.”

His face was in shadow, but she could feel the concern radiating from him. In the month of playing “father” to Macy, Agent McKinley had grown rather fond of her. It was hard not to. Despite this, Hallie found Frank a bit distant toward her. 

She supposed it was a defense mechanism. It was safe to fall in love with a child, less so with the mother that was still legally and emotionally married to a man that supposedly no longer existed.

The most difficult thing about faking Jake’s suicide was keeping the whole farce a secret from Macy. For the first two weeks, they did not hook up the cable to the television. Frank and Macy spent hours playing cards, dolls, tea time, and Disney Scene-It. 

Hallie was left making a new house a home, carefully practicing her new identity and coaching Macy on things not to talk about. Macy was strong. Hallie had approached the training as pretending to act. Macy enjoyed pretending. For just a little while, Hallie explained, Frank, Hallie, and Macy would be the Braxton Family. They would be a “normal” American family.

Avoiding Frank while keeping up the appearance of a marriage was not difficult. Frank was appropriately inaccessible. The word from her friends with the Marshall’s office and the DOJ, was that Agent McKinley had extensive experience at short-term assignments involving family units.

“Everything all right?” Frank asked.

“Yeah. Want some ice cream?” she asked, forcing a smile to her face.

“That would be great. You sure you’re fine?”

“Of course.” Hallie was more than a little tired of Frank’s concerned looks.

“Good,” he said with a smile that never reached his eyes.

Macy sat up and wiped her eyes with a sniffle.

“Frank? Can just me and Mommy go? We will bring you back some, too.”

Frank looked a little wounded. His mouth turned down and his eyes widened a bit. 

“You two need some alone time. I understand,” he said, his words guarded. “I think it is best that I at least drive you there and sit in the car. How does that sound?”

Macy looked up at Hallie. Hallie understood Macy’s need to get out, get away from the house. The dangers were acute, but Macy did not know this directly. Hallie saw fear and sadness reflected in her daughter’s eyes. 

Hallie smiled down at her.

“That will be fine, right Macy? We can both sit in the back seat there and have some girl talk.”

Macy nodded reluctantly.

Hallie looked back at Frank who appeared to be relieved. Hallie perceived that he disliked being the bad guy, but his duty was to keep them safe. Hallie knew that was his key purpose here.  His duty was more than the false appearance of their “family” and a male influence in Macy’s life. Hallie’s new haircut, her blue contacts, the job cover of being a contract freelance writer, and Frank’s insurance business were all an exterior coat of reality ultimately to give them a veneer of protection from what Hallie and Macy were running: phantoms, imagined demons, and evil people with designs to change the world to their vision.

“I will get the keys and wait for you in the car,” he said. He turned to give them some privacy.

Macy glanced back out into the hall and waited for Frank’s footfalls to get to the bottom of the stairs.

Her eyes were brimmed with tears and fear when she turned her face up to Hallie.

“When can Frank leave?” Macy asked.

Hallie caught her breath, hesitating. She wanted to say so many things. Nothing she said, however, would assuage her daughter’s fears and concerns.

She softened her voice and held Macy by the shoulders.

“Honey, Frank will be with us for almost a year. That is his assignment.”

Something hard surfaced in Macy’s eyes and her lips pressed firmly together.

“Is that Frank’s assignment or is it Daddy’s?”

Hallie raised her eyebrows in surprise. She was taken aback. She struggled with the temptation to chastise her daughter.

“Both. Macy, I know it is difficult. Frank is a good man. We are going to get used to him before too long and when he leaves, I am sure that you will miss him,” Hallie reasoned.

Macy sniffled. She slid off the bed to the floor and walked to the door. She turned and looked at Hallie with red-rimmed eyes.

“I’m going to be strong because that is what you and Daddy would do. But, I will never truly like Frank. You can’t make me,” Macy announced with a stamp of her foot and a dramatic turn. She marched out.

Hallie could not contain the satisfied smile that came to her face. Her daughter was strong and independent.

Hallie understood that Macy was outwardly rejecting Frank because she felt guilty about liking the man. He was not her father and she felt untrue to Jake. Hallie sighed. 

I may be projecting the same feelings toward that poor man, she thought.

She determined that she would show Frank more gratitude and dig down deep to analyze her feelings from now on. 

Soon, they were on their way to the nearest Marble Slab Creamery. 

Hallie allowed herself to smile at Frank, to thank him warmly, and even managed to laugh aloud when Frank commented on their “girl talk.” It made her feel better to see that he enjoyed their day out.

Hallie found that she appreciated his protection and watchful eye. She saw Agent McKinley in a new light. When viewed from a lens that did not include the filter of Jake Monday, it was easier to see Frank’s devotion to Macy, his duty to his job, and his true heart. She could appreciate these tangible attributes.

Chapter Seven

Liar, Liar

Giselle sat with her hands palms down on a cold stainless steel table. She blinked and squinted at the bright light above. The rest of the room was cast in darkness. Men moved in the shadows.

She was drugged. Of that, she was positive.

She remembered who she was.

She remembered everything, really.

Part of her reluctance to speak, to acknowledge the prying voices, was the shock and horror of these memories. The drugs helped.

The short man walked toward what she thought was a door. She could not be sure.

He had been commanding her to speak. He was getting frustrated.

Giselle did not like him. He smelled of mint chewing gum and coffee grounds.

She breathed in and then out, reminding herself why she could not trust this man.

She could not trust anyone in this room. In point of fact, she could not even trust herself. She had proven this over the past year. She was particularly self-destructive.

The biggest struggle was not to allow her increasingly lucid thoughts to travel to her eyes. They could not know. She hoped they would give up soon.

Or bring her something to eat.

She had noted that her skin was taut at her wrists. Her stomach felt like a leaden thing, detached from her body, but annoyingly needy, like a Third World country begging for charity to run its grubby, corrupted government. Her mind, her body, her family: they had all abandoned her. Even her soul had fled in her time of need. 

Giselle fought back the urge to cry. She was surrounded, but lonely. Bone-achingly lonely.

“How long have you known you were a double agent?” the taller man asked. His voice had no urgency to it. It was as if he did not expect her to respond.

I am not falling for that trick, no sir, she thought.

The worst part of crying was that she knew from experience that she would smile. Not a smile, really, but a grimace. That would be the end of her.

Would that be so bad? she wondered. The pain in her body and in her soul cried out for relief. None would come. 

Something held her back from that particular form of suicide. Perhaps it was the memory of Jake. 

Her brother. Could that be true? Why had her father kept that from her all these years? It demonstrated an unusual capacity for emotional attachment. It was also a bitter pill to swallow.

She closed her eyes and swallowed. Her throat was dry and scratchy. She winced. 

The image of a winged dragon with three heads formed in her mind. A dragon breathed fire at a helmed warrior with medieval armor. The knight held a shield emblazed with a cross in one hand and in the other a gleaming sword that refracted the light from the dragon’s fire. 

The image allowed her to focus, to float above herself. 

She knew now why it gave her such comfort. It was her family’s crest. Her mother’s family. A legacy of power and corruption. She was certain that Clarence had known all along. Giselle was just as sure that Jake still did not know the whole truth. She hoped he never would. 

The metallic click of a lock sounded beside her and brought her out of her trance. She did not open her eyes. Someone shuffled in. Giselle could feel the eyes in the room leave her for a moment.

“How is she responding?” a gruff voice asked.

“She is still unresponsive,” the short man said.

A hesitation. The tension in the air was thick.

“I do not see any visible signs of interrogation, men. Are we afraid to hit a woman?”

“Dr. Forsythe said that physical contact would only drive the memories and consciousness deeper. It would be counter-productive,” the taller man explained.

“Poor excuse.”

Giselle wanted desperately to open her eyes. She knew that voice. She had heard it once. She wanted to hear the voice say the word. The word that meant it was all right to hide within herself.

“Dr. Forsythe no longer is in charge here. Do you understand?”

“Yes sir.”

She felt as much as heard him come forward, closing the gap toward her. She resisted the temptation to cringe in preparation for the physical contact she knew would come. He would be interested in setting an example. It was going to hurt. She remained still.

Pain would be all right. She could deal with pain. She could lose herself there in the place where the needs of her body overruled the need of her mind to think.

Rough, thick hands grabbed her beneath her chin and brought her face up to the light.

“Open your eyes, Giselle.” His breath was hot on her face. It smelled like butterscotch. 

Giselle inhaled quickly and obeyed.

“Such beautiful eyes,” Lars said.

She swallowed. He would know the word. She prayed silently that her eyes did not give her away.

In the glaring light of the bulb, the shadows of Lars’ face were pronounced. They made him seem even more intimidating than usual. Her father had orchestrated his position at Galbraith. Only, Clarence had discovered his duplicity. Had also offered to help, it seemed. 

Ah, treachery knew no bounds.

The thread of truth was slippery with the oil of deceit. It was like those pictures that changed the closer you inspected them, revealing patterns and images that were hidden in plain sight. Galbraith. Sinegem. ViVeri. The Mystery Man. Jake. Her mother. Eiliff. The faces and images melded, swirled and coalesced into a different image.

Her programming had rendered her powerless, had assisted in the delusion. The depth of the betrayal, the extent of the deception, was monumental. She could not breathe.

Above her, Lars blinked slowly.

Behind him, just outside the ring of light, Giselle noted the form of his assistant, Violet. Of course she was there. It all made sense. 

Where was the coin? If only they can give it to me, I can escape this, Giselle thought, desperate.

“I know you recognize me. Perhaps you are hoping I will say the word.” He smirked at her, his eyes twinkling with malicious mirth. He turned his head back to Violet. “That was Calvin’s idea, you know?”

Giselle said nothing.

He squeezed the base of her chin hard. She blinked once. It felt like he could crush the delicate bones there with his bare hands. He was so strong. Like a Russian bear.

“Your mother would be disappointed, I am sure. She thought you were her secret weapon. You have been used, Giselle. Used by your father. Used by your employer. Used even by your own mother. You were her hidden queen, a chess piece she hoped to use to create an historical checkmate when the time came. It is a shame, really.”

She blinked, a tear running down her cheek. Giselle felt her breathing get shallow as she succumbed to sadness. 

Madness or great pain shone in Lars’ eyes. 

“So you can process what we are saying. Good. Know this: we are not just here to retrieve our hardware. We are here for a much greater purpose. We need to know that you are ready to play a new role.”

She steeled herself, knowing that she could not resist. He knew. He knew all her secrets. 

“What do you want?” she asked through her teeth. His grip rendered the delivery of her question more bluntly than she had intended.

Lars smiled. In his eyes, Giselle could see the fires of the dragon, the truth behind its three heads, and the hopelessness of the brave knight.

“Dear, we want you to destroy ViVeri,” he said. “You are our Trojan Horse.”

Chapter Eight

Born to Rage for My Father’s Pain

The television was a distraction. The new President of the United States was speaking. Jake listened, but his mind was wandering. He had spoken with her just moments ago. It seemed surreal to see her at her desk in a secure location.

Vivian Walker seemed composed. Focused. Pissed off.

From what he understood, the Democrats were grooming her for the ticket in the next election. The DNC was scheduled for the following September. After talking to Vivian, Jake would be surprised if she ran for office again.

It was not that she was scared. She was disgusted.

Jake sighed.

He wondered for the hundredth time why he had distrusted his father. Was it a sixth sense? Was it something instilled by his mother? Instinct?

According to Vivian, his suspicions had been accurate. Yet, she respected Gabriel. Mourned his passing. Expressed her regrets. Paid her respects to Jake and his family. Said she understood how hard this would be on his family. She would do all in her ability to protect Jake, Hallie, and Macy.

He had nodded numbly. 

Then, she had handed him the manila folder that he held in his hand now.

He did not want to look at it. The contents of the folder were explosive. Poisonous. Destructive. They could tear down his perceptions of his family. They could confirm all of his fears about his past. His legacy.

To know that he was a pawn in all the evil that gripped the world at the moment made Jake feel as though he would vomit. Against his will, against his conscience, he had killed in cold blood. On the other hand, had he?

Doubt was perhaps the most corrosive of the emotions that the folder evoked.

“This country will stand strong in our grief. We are committed to protecting the citizens of this great nation from the terror of those who wish to harm our leaders, ravage our communities, and destroy our way of life. We will not stand for it. We will fight back,” Vivian was saying. “Corruption, treason, and treachery will not be tolerated. We must all come together in these trying times. We must hold firm to our values of freedom, equality, and moral behavior. It is time for those who believe in the guiding light of liberty to hold her torch high.”

A stirring speech delivered from a secure bunker underground with a green-screen. On the television, President Walker appeared seated in the Oval Office. The desk was a replica. The view out to the gardens from a stock film. It was actually raining in Washington right now. Jake wondered who would note these things first.

He flicked the edges of the folder, contemplating opening the contents, and dumping them in the bin at the end of the hall.

A door opened with a click. Senator Robert Swane leaned out with a quick appraisal.

“You should get some sleep. You look awful,” he said. 

“Can’t sleep, Robert. Have you heard from Hallie?”

Robert smiled.

“Playing ‘house’ with one of our best field agents. Last I checked, they are fine, Jake.” He sat heavily into the chair beside Jake.

“I miss her.”

Swane leaned forward, his elbows on his knees.

“Me, too.”

They sat like that for several minutes. Jake held the folder, hoping Robert would ask about it. He seemed to ignore it.

“Tell me about China,” Jake said.

Swane scoffed.

“What’s to say? Two team members dead. Our first mission failed right out of the gate. Team chemistry was wrong. We rushed it. The only good news is that we know where Lin-Xia is now.”

“Good,” Jake said.

“Don’t take the mission too hard, Jake. It was a failure from the start. We suspect that Fin Zhou was murdered by the head of his security team the moment the helicopters crested the mountain range. We have some more ops lined up in the next few weeks. Better intel. Closer to home. Less variables.”

Jake shook his head. Pinched the bridge of his nose.

“I’m not concerned about the mission, Robert.”

Swane turned and looked him in the face.

“What’s wrong, Jake?” 

He furrowed his brow.

“I prefer to work alone.”

Robert nodded.

“Of course. Less chance of collateral damage. I get that. One thing you learn in politics is that if the country would just leave it all up to you, cut out all the committees, the incessant voting on things, all the back-door deals, et cetera, the country would run much smoother. It makes it messy to be part of something larger.”

“You are mocking me.”

Swane smiled thinly.

“A little. There is some truth in it, though. An idealism that sounds altruistic. It is just arrogance. Selfishness. And in the end, it is an ingredient for terrible dictatorship.”

“I don’t play well with others.”

“Not true. You and Hallie seem to make a good team.”

Jake bowed his head, wanting more than ever to throw the folder away.

“I suppose. I just feel like a failure.”

Swane did not speak for moment.

“Is that why you are holding Gabriel’s ViVeri folder in a death grip?”

He glanced up.

“What do you know about it, Robert?”

Swane looked down the hall.

“Nothing I can repeat here.”

“You can’t even reveal it here at CIA Headquarters.”

Swane made a face.

“Are we actually having this discussion? After the NSA witch-hunt in 2013? They almost dismantled the entire internet, for crying out loud.”

“Do I even want to open it?”

Swane shrugged.

“Depends on your constitution, I suppose. Depends on how clouded your judgment is towards your father.”

Jake swallowed.

“Is it safe with me?”

“Vivian seems to think so,” Swane remarked.

“Isn’t this a matter of national security?”

“Isn’t this a matter of trust?”

Jake wanted to hate him for that.

“Is this the only copy?”

“You should have asked Vivian that.”

“Stop playing with me, Robert. I am not a child.”

Swane nodded.

“You’re right. I’ll tell you what. Come to my house this weekend. We can drink some Tennessee whiskey out on the porch and discuss the contents of the folder. I have one of my own we can go through as well.”

Jake smirked.

“Whiskey, huh?”

“Blanton’s, straight-from-the-barrel bourbon. Costs less than eighty bucks, but it is one of the best bourbons in the world.”

“My dad liked whiskey. He drank a lot of Jim Beam.”

“Jim made a mighty pure whiskey before his kin sold to the Japanese.”

“Has your front porch been cleared by national security?”

“Son, my front porch is about as secure as you can get.”

Jake looked at the folder in his hand. He reached out and handed it to Senator Swane.

“Here, you keep it until we can meet.”

Swane did not take the folder. He met Jake’s eyes. Jake saw there a deep fear.

“Don’t ask me to take this, Jake. It is too volatile.”

Jake felt a chill run up his spine.

“If you already know what is in there, then why do you fear keeping it?”

Swane pushed the folder back at Jake.

“Knowing is not knowing, Jake. Plus, possessing is ownership. I do not wish to own this. These demons are not mine. I do not want to inherit them. Or their master’s wrath.”

Jake felt a hot lump in his throat. Anger and resentment gathered in his chest.

“Should I trust you?”

Swane shook his head.

“You should not trust anyone. I want to be your friend. I want to help you. Everyone has their limits, Jake. Please understand.”

“But we can talk about it?” Jake asked. He could not understand the mixed message.

“Talking about it and having it as a temptation and a reminder are two different things. Just keep it safe. No one knows you have it but the President and me. Keep it that way.”

“Who does this implicate?”

A pall of shame joined the look of fear on Senator Swane’s face.

“Everyone.”

Chapter Nine

As Flies to Wanton Boys

The room was bright. 

The windows across from the room’s secure entrance opened out into a large courtyard. The sun spilled through into the expansive two-story room. Unlike most homes, no dust motes hovered in the light, swirling in the air.

The air in the room was sanitized, filtered, and repackaged as almost pure oxygen. A habitual smoker, Andronicus felt almost high.

Along with the considerable sunlight beaming into the room, the glare of dozens of backlit glass computer terminals suspended around the room made him squint. A group of men and women sat huddled around tables and inspected massive instruments.

Frankenstein, reborn, Andronicus thought, amused. 

Modern technology and science was outstripping centuries of ignorance and fear fomented by religious zealots and charlatans. Andronicus believed God existed: he just found him to be humorless and lacking creativity. Mankind could be so...predictable. If Man was made in God’s image, then, Andronicus believed that equality with Him could be mastered. Science was the tool, the great equalizer that would elevate humanity. A modern Tower of Babel.

Science enabled him to remain relatively young. Viveri had not discovered De Leon’s fountain of youth, but had invented the next best thing. Along with drugs like Sychol and most of modern technology, Viveri was on the cutting edge of science. 

As Andronicus strolled along the heavily carpeted outer ring around the room, he noted stares that washed over him. He was used to that. He wanted to draw their attention and keep them wondering. Several conversations dropped to a hush as they observed his entrance. A quiet buzz persisted.

Dr. Matt Bernhard Spreckles worked alongside several other scientists. His group seemed particularly entranced with their work. They continued to talk. A young blonde-haired woman spoke boldly in argument to a point. Spreckles smiled warmly and patted the shoulder of the recipient of her sharp tongue in consolation. He bent down and mouthed a few words Andronicus could not catch.

Andronicus took a moment to observe the man. Late fifties. Tall. Slender. Steady hands. Quick smile. Severe widow’s peak with a shock of silver hair on his left, swept back in a German style out of date for near a century. In his white lab coat and dark suit, he appeared to be a doctor straight out of a Sherlock Holmes novel. Andronicus would have to contain himself. Part of him wanted to tease the poor doctor about appearing as a famous magician.

He kept his composure, his face set in a mask of dark displeasure and judgment. People behaved differently if they felt judged by a superior. He found this to be an effective way to manipulate common people to his will. God would do the same thing, he convinced himself. It also helped that he was physically imposing.

Andronicus understood deep down that he was overcompensating for his brush with shame and ridicule. Whatever it took to retrieve his status. 

He cleared his throat.

All eyes snapped to him. He held his cigar aloft with one meaty hand, motioning them to continue.

“I presume you are the representative from our benefactor?” Spreckles asked in German, his nose wrinkling at the sight of the offending cigar.

“Is there somewhere we might speak in private?” he asked, his voice rumbling in his chest. 

Spreckles glanced at his blonde aid and she nodded to a small room in a nearby alcove. It was filled with cabinets and sported a thick, solid door.

“Follow me, please,” he said in English.

“My pleasure,” he returned in Portuguese.

The doctor smiled appreciatively and nodded.

Andronicus followed the doctor, ignoring the stares he received. He pressed his cigar into the metal worktable where the blonde assistant had been working. 

He glanced at her and gave her a knowing smile. 

She did not return it.

It was just as well, really. He had no time for pleasure.

The doctor closed the door behind him. The room was normally spacious. It was stuffed full of equipment, a table, and several cabinets. It offered a windowed view into the lab. It seemed to be someone’s office, perhaps. 

A leather armchair was propped against a filing cabinet. A box of leftover Chinese food sat open on the table and a pair of chopsticks left perched on the edge of the box. The smell of MSG wafted over to him, making his stomach clench.

He caught the doctor’s eyes.

“Exquisite creature you have there,” he noted.

Spreckles seemed taken aback.

“Veronica?” He looked back out the window into the makeshift lab. “She’s been my assistant since she was a child. She is my niece,” he said. He sounded mildly offended.

Andronicus smiled wickedly.

“A family affair, then. Are you related to any of the others?” he asked, staring out into the room with mild interest.

“No. Of course not.”

Andronicus looked back at him. Doctor Spreckles continued to stand.

“You know why I am here?” Andronicus asked.

Spreckles frowned.

“No more than I know who you are.”

“We will keep that a mystery for now.”

“Money buys anonymity,” he said, a bitter tinge in his German accent. His English was masterful.

“It has nothing to do with your compensation, doctor. It is a matter of respect and your personal protection.”

“That sounds ominous. It was supposed to sound ominous, wasn’t it?”

Andronicus allowed a genuine smile creep up his face. Meanwhile, he gripped the arms of the chair hard enough to make the wood creak beneath his massive hands.

“I am here to determine how you will be able to help our cause,” Andronicus announced.

Spreckles looked confused and put out at the same time.

“You mean you do not know why I was hired? Then why are you wasting my ti—”

Andronicus exploded out of the chair, grabbing the doctor by the lapel of his lab coat. He lifted him up and swung him around, slamming him into the window. It rattled against its frame, the glass bowing out and flexing, sending the doctor sprawling to the floor at his feet.

Andronicus stood over him. He could hear the shouts of dismay from outside.

The doctor crawled up into a fetal position, wiping blood from his lip.

Andronicus felt the blood pumping in his veins. Strength in his hands, his arms, his core. The blood of nobles pumped through his heart, the sinews of Kings graced his form. Beneath layers of fat and excess was the body of a ruler. The mind of a conqueror. Born to rule. 

A petty man of stature was no match for his power, his will. 

The door opened and Veronica Spreckles poked her head in, tears flowing from her eyes, fear, and anger radiating from her. She avoided his eyes and stared instead at her “uncle.”

“Uncle Bernie, are you alright? Should I call the authorities?” she asked in clipped English.

Spreckles raised his hand and shook his head.

“I am fine, Veronica. Please leave me with the gentleman. We were discussing something important when I believe I lost my balance. I will be fine.”

She looked dubious, but nodded and slowly closed the door, her eyes burning holes into his chest.

Andronicus ignored her, panting heavily. He allowed his anger to wash over him, to dissipate through his pores. 

“Tell me of your operation, doctor,” he said through clenched teeth.

Spreckles put one hand on a knee and used the table to pull himself to standing once again. Andronicus refused to assist him. He stood over the man, reminding him who was in charge.

“We are all experts in synthetic genetics. We are at the leading edge of technology and biology. Where they intersect, we have found that we can code genomes,” Dr. Spreckles managed while gathering himself. His voice was shaky, fear and shock showing in his eyes. His hands shook as he adjusted his coat.

“You can create life.”

“That would be a stretch of our true abilities. Algae, simple organisms, yes. And not without the expenditure of enormous amounts of resources.”

“Is it not true that this science has been capable of creating new organisms capable of curing the hunger problem by providing protein?”

The doctor shook his head.

“I was involved with that project. We were working directly with the NSA, CIA, the UN, and WHO as well as funding provided by some of the largest humanitarian organizations globally. We managed to produce a sheep. At the cost of millions of tons of water, as well as other, more costly resources. The project shuttered after six years. My colleagues still believe it is possible. I believe it is too over reaching.”

“So you are not here to create an army. No clones, no genetic enhancements, then?”

This had been his guess when he had observed all the equipment, the monitors, the petri dishes, the lab animals. He had believed that Doctor Spreckles would hold the key to the evolution of his original plan to use a combination of drugs, brainwashing, and technological “programming” of an army of compliant, thoughtless, soldiers who would carry out orders without prejudice, without question. He was prepared to be disappointed.

“I am here to create death.”

Andronicus raised his eyebrows.

“Create death.”

“Yes. A purge. A re-boot of humanity.” He straightened his tie and bit his lip.

“That sounds ambitious. What makes you think this service would appeal to our organization?”

Dr. Spreckles gathered himself and stared Andronicus in the eye. He motioned to the chair. Andronicus sat.

Spreckles moved around the desk and sat behind it. His eyes darted past him to the window over his shoulder.

“Your organization are firm believers that you are above the normal riff and raff of humanity. I am not here to argue the merits of this assertion. However, I will say that today over a quarter million people were born. Eighty million next year. We reached a global population of seven billion people in 2012.”

“What does this have to do with ViVeri, doctor? These are to be our subjects. Our laborers. Our worshipers. Our people. They will serve us or die. Or die serving us. That will be their choice.”

“Population growth is a threat to your plans. Our project is the key to rebooting humanity. We have the ability to affect, to change, to manipulate evolution. We can genetically produce drugs that are coded to change the molecular composition of the human body in precise but almost imperceptible ways. These changes can be subtle or dramatic. Our most theatrical results have come in the area of tapping into parts of the brain that lay dormant in most humans.”

“You are talking about genetic enhancements,” Andronicus noted with pleasure.

“Enhancements would be the wrong word, actually. You and your friends already believe you are the pinnacle of humanity. We can ensure that gap is widened. By reducing the competition. By reducing the strain, by weakening the genetic code. By shutting off areas of the brain that control survival instincts, produce anti-bodies, encourage healing.”

“I don’t understand. I thought genetic engineering was designed to improve humanity.”

The doctor shook his head.

“It can, that is true. Its true beauty, its greatest strength is its ability to destroy. We can eradicate diseases, improve immunities, design strains of antibiotics that are immune to resistance; we can heal grievous wounds, grow limbs where none existed, cure cancer, fight off the effects of Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s, predict psychotic behavior and birth defects like spina bifida, Down Syndrome, and autism. Synthetic genomics paired with technology can create solutions that are even more creative. Solutions that can be used as a weapon. Perhaps the most sophisticated, complete, and insidious weapon ever invented. An incurable disease, if you will.”

“You are proposing to me that your project here is basically a genetic software capable of creating new strains of disease? That instead of curing the ills of the world, you can selectively purge humanity, effectively using a manufactured drug that reduces opposition to our ways?”

The doctor put his fingers together in a tent in front of him. His face was grim.

“You understand me perfectly.”

“What do you call it?’

“Call what?”

“The disease.”

He looked surprised.

“Oh, uh, we have been calling it SARC in the lab. It is just a pet name right now because we have not officially completed our work.”

“Sarc? Latin for flesh?”

“Yes. It is what we will create. We have established multiple ways to administer the programming: a drug, in water tables, rain, air born, and as a vaccine. It will appear as flesh, as part of a human body that belongs. Cancer with camo, as one of our colleagues put it.”

Andronicus did not like the idea of so many cooks in the proverbial kitchen. He would ensure the security was tight. He had already taken measures before he arrived.

“How did they get you to agree to help us, Doctor?” He was suspicious. Not only of the efficacy of this plan but of his involvement. Why was he here? A plan was already in place. Why was he truly involved?

The doctor bit his lip and looked absently over Andronicus’ shoulder. He cupped his mouth with a shaking hand and pinched his nose with a sigh.

“I agreed to save the life of my family. I agreed so Veronica could stay close to me.”

Andronicus turned and watched Veronica. Her face was a mask of concern, but she smiled at another scientist and punched him on the arm amicably.

“She isn’t your niece, is she?” he observed.

“No.” The doctor squirmed in his chair, his eyes swimming in pools of unshed tears.

“I understand your situation. Perhaps we can be of mutual benefit to one another.”

Spreckles wrinkled his nose in distaste.

“How?” He asked, dubious.

Andronicus allowed a smile creep across his face. A genuine one. He had an ace up his sleeve. He believed he could use this program to sink their enemies, to expose them, to embarrass them, and to aim the ill will of the world against them. 

“What do you need to make this happen?”

“Besides time and money?”

He nodded.

“We lack only one key component of technology. We want to concentrate on certain impulses and behaviors so the delivery system will target the proper subjects at an appropriate time. We have in place the DNA markers that control the human life support centers: the heart, brain, lungs, and digestion. What we need is a way for the technological implants to effectively read their minds. We need a trigger.”

Andronicus thought for a moment. He wondered how much of this his colleagues had already known before sending him on this assignment. What he had thought would be a suicide mission had turned out to be a tour of the end of humanity. A line from Shakespeare came to him suddenly. Wanton boys and flies to gods. Something like that. He was not sure if he was being offered the keys to his dreams or the dagger to commit his own seppuku.

Was he witnessing the Tower of Babel, or the pillars of salt?

“I may have just what you need, doctor,” he said.

Chapter Ten

Dance with a Devil

Beatrice could taste the salt of him on her tongue. Her fingers curled the hairs of his chest absently. Her head rested on his bare shoulder. His breathing was steady and his eyes were closed. He was awake still but relaxed.

Dappled sunlight filtered through the gauze draperies. The setting sun was golden against his bronzed skin. Beatrice allowed her eyelids to flutter against his skin.

“Are you sure your brother will fail at this?” she asked, her breath thick with the pleasure he had shown her.

He frowned.

“Shhh. I am relaxing,” he whispered sharply.

She sighed against him.

She did not like being treated like a young girl.

She gave Antiochus a wide berth because he was powerful and she could manipulate him through his ego. Men were so predictable.

Even though Antiochus was virile and her best partner among the dozens with which she had shared her bed, he still fell prey to many of the flaws of the male species. His weakness was his supposed strength. 

What had begun as a harmless and harried affair had turned into a powerful partnership. Even better, through their partnership, she had been able to secure an opportunity to increase his reliance on her. He craved not just her body, but also her input, her support, and her encouragement. 

Most would not suspect it, but Antiochus was unsure of himself. He lacked an inner strength that would allow for independent decisions, lightning-quick actions, and orders that did not require a day’s worth of hand-wringing. For this, he had an incessant need for her to be at his side.

At first, she had welcomed this desire. She longed to be accepted. After being rejected by his brother, Beatrice was desperate for the power of the ViVeri elite. It was her intent to make her mother proud, to honor her parent’s legacy.

The Komemnos children’s father had instilled in them a great fear of failure. For Andronicus, it lent him a steel-hard determination and focus. For Antiochus, he covered over his lack of confidence and dread with a false bravado. Many missed this, but she had seen the effects close up and in private moments when Antiochus was most vulnerable.

It helped that his chiseled chin, muscular frame, and his family’s legacy carried a significant amount of weight in their circle of influence. Among the Consortium, Antiochus was considered almost god-like. 

Indeed, he appeared the vision of a Greek or Roman deity.

She found it ironic that one brother possessed the inner strength—the other, the beauty and grace—of a leader. Andronicus would always be held back by his brazen manner, his hard edges, and his immense ego.

Antiochus, with Beatrice at his side, could rule with impunity.

After a moment, she decided to press the issue.

“We should just remove him altogether,” she suggested. She swallowed. She knew she was walking on thin ice.

She felt his muscles tighten beneath her. His jaw clenched but he did not open his eyes. His nose flared as he pursed his lips.

She knew he would not talk to her for some time now. This was his pout.

It was remarkable to her how quickly men would revert to their juvenile ways. Even men as powerful as Antiochus and Andronicus, whose bloodlines were pure and royal, would throw a tantrum, become petty and vindictive, and play the fool. She was comforted that humanity’s best could still be so weak. It was why God had made woman. They completed what God had made incomplete. In that, there was a gift, an honor, a role to play. Strength in supposed weakness.

“I know you do not want to discuss this, but we must. You do not have a choice in this,” she cooed.

His eyes sprung open and he glared at her, hurt and angry.

The sudden change from passionate lover to violent anger had surprised and made her uncomfortable in the beginning. Now she was used to it. It was no mystery to her that to men, violence and sex were inextricably intertwined. Fresh from battle, men would be insatiable in bed, and after having intercourse, a man would be equally prepared to sleep or to fight.

“You cannot tell me I have no choice!” he accused. Spittle flew from his lips. Lips that had kissed hers moments ago. Lips that had pronounced such poetic statements of fondness and fealty. Now, they were cursing her.

She remained calm. Effected a look of profound hurt and meekness.

“I am only concerned that he may succeed in this and then what will we do? The council will accept him in.”

“They would not dare. We have an agreement!” he demanded. He sat up and pulled himself away from her in a huff. He licked his lips nervously, his eyes darting.

She slipped her feet to the floor and looked back at him.

“It is not Andronicus we should be concerned about. It is this new threat in America.”

He shook his head in disbelief.

“They are not upstarts, Beatrice. They have been there since before Kennedy. Even he could not control them. Even the Communists could not crack them.”

He was right, of course. These were her very words to him a week ago as they lay in each other’s arms. She often found him parroting her policies, philosophies, and knowledge and parading it as his own. She allowed him this because she knew the truth. 

“So, are we just going to ignore that the Brotherhood is directly attacking us? That they have infiltrated our entire network of commons?”

He crossed his arms and stared at the draperies gently blowing in the floor-to-ceiling balcony window.

“The Brotherhood can have America for all I care.”

“They want more than that and you know it. Some of our colleagues believe they know more about us than anyone in history.”

He turned to her, his grey eyes hard and unyielding.

“Then our colleagues need to cut their ties to these foreign countries. Security leaks are going to expose us. Our society has been kept a secret for millennia. We have enshrouded ourselves in mystery and money. Just because Andronicus has chosen a poor time to come from the closet, does not mean we cannot go back to the enigma we once were,” he said, his voice flat and accusing.

He blamed her for her support of Andronicus in his early, more idealistic days. Antiochus could not let it go. He could not forgive his brother that he had slept with Beatrice. Or that she had chosen his brother over him.

She supposed that this petty jealousy was a perverted indication of what could pass for love. It did not matter to her. It was in concert with her goals, so she encouraged it without directly drawing the words from him. She knew that often with men, the confession of love was the murder of the emotion within them.

She kept her voice level as she turned away from him and pulled a loose sheet across her shoulders. 

“I agree. You are right. We have to cut off our connections with America immediately. Speaker Rodman will be on his own. Let us hope they do not get to him or suspect who he really is. He is our only hope to stem this tide.” She crossed to a dresser and grabbed a pin to pull her hair up. The stone floor was cool on her bare feet.

She turned to Antiochus and watched his eyes admire her figure. She put her hands behind her head and allowed the sheet to fall away from her shoulders.

He caught his breath.

“Do you think Andronicus suspects our plan?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. She could see his anger softening. 

“If he does, we will have to feed him to the wolves,” she said.

Antiochus grimaced as if he were haunted by a memory. Beatrice had heard the stories, but Antiochus had not shared the tales of his childhood. Yet. That was for another time.

“Andronicus is too much like father,” he said, again repeating one of her own accusations. “He will fall upon his sword or he will overstep his abilities. He is too ambitious.”

“The others do not trust him,” she said.

Antiochus frowned, his gaze wandering.

“Rashidi wants him to succeed,” he said, biting his lip.

“Rashidi is dying. He wants anyone to succeed. He considered Andronicus his son.”

Antiochus shook his head in disappointment.

“Why do old men find Andronicus so capable?”

“Like you said, he is like your father. At least The Scot and the others do not find him as capable.”

Antiochus cheered up at this.

He laughed through his nose.

“Did you see his face? He actually thought he had friends at the table.”

“And his only friend was Rashidi, whom he disappointed and alienated in his attempt to cover his shame,” she said. 

She took a drink of wine from the bar and allowed the fading light to play across her body. She liked its warm fingers across her skin.

“Will SARC work?” he asked, patting the thick pillow-top king mattress.

She put the wine glass aside and sauntered back to the bed, a sly and knowing smile snaking its way across her face.

“No. But we have to hope that Andronicus believes that it will,” she said.

Chapter Eleven

Safety in Numbers

Hallie came in as Frank was adjusting his tie in the mirror. He was frowning. She caught him unaware. He saw her movement in his peripheral vision and put on a slim smile that he hoped covered his despair.

She came up to him and fixed the knot.

“I made some lasagna for dinner. You want to join us downstairs before you go in?” Hallie said, staring at his tie. She rarely looked him in the eye.

This was perhaps Frank’s most difficult assignment. His strength as a surrogate family unit for the DOJ and US Marshall’s office Witness Protection Program was that he was able to be both a believable caregiver and a detached professional. He was efficient.

Frank had provided protection and cover for wives and families of criminals, innocent witnesses, and foreign dignitaries. He had never been assigned to a family unit like this.

For starters, Hallie was beautiful. Her auburn hair and vivid green eyes were alluring and distracted him. He was ashamed of this, but he was not a robot. He had served as a family unit with some stunning females. It had never bothered him before. He had been able to keep a professional distance while playing his role.

What made him even more uncomfortable, though, was Macy. He had never wanted children. Too many complications. Too much hassle. The world was too violent. Macy had changed his mind. He was positive that Macy still held something back. Acting the part was difficult for children, but eventually they adjusted. They normally became the strongest part of the unit in terms of living the “new life” as though it was the only life.

Macy seemed almost to resent him. It figured. Her father was a special man. He probably did not even know what he had left behind. 

That bothered Frank the most. 

How could he leave this family?

“I will be down in bit. I have a message from the office and I need to confirm it,” he said to Hallie.

She nodded, biting her lip.

“We’ll keep it warm for you,” she said and turned.

He watched her leave, her hips swaying. She wore a pair of baggy jeans, a sleeveless top and no shoes. Her hair was up and tied in the back with a ribbon. She was beginning to show, but her body still held an attractive shape.

Frank shook his head and averted his eyes.

He pulled his iPhone out of his pocket and checked the message again. Went to the window and looked down at the sleepy street below.

The sedan was there.

Royster wants to meet with Hallie, the message said.

Calvin Royster had met with Frank before he took the assignment. Royster was not directly working for the DOJ. He held another post within the Pentagon and evidently had a lot of pull. He did not offer Frank a business card or a title. He just acted as though he was in charge. Frank’s director had seemed nervous.

That had been months ago now. He was sure that Royster had not mentioned a visit. 

Why now?

He typed: Confirmed. Will leave for office after dinner. ET, 7:15. 

The response three seconds later: Bring me a breadstick before you leave...

Frank smirked. Deleted the conversation. Reached into the drawer by the bed and extracted his pistol. Put it in the leather holster at his back, and went downstairs.

The smell of Italian seasonings and garlic bread wafted into the entryway. His stomach responded with a low rumble. 

His phone vibrated at the same time as the doorbell rang. He stopped and stared at the door. His hackles went up. He unhooked the snap on his holster and put his hand on his pistol.

He heard a chair scoot in the dining room.

“I’ll get it!” He called.

He reached into his pocket and checked his phone, his pistol in the other hand. He felt a bead of sweat run down his neck.

Royster is impatient. He wants to meet with her now, the message said.

He looked up again and the doorbell rang once more.

∞

There was something in his voice that set alarms off in her head. Hallie glanced at Macy. Macy was already getting sauce on her Hello Kitty long-sleeve t-shirt and oblivious to the situation. 

Hallie got up and dropped her heavy cloth napkin in her chair.

“Stay here,” she ordered.

Macy looked up and blinked. She held a bread stick in one hand and used it to scoop sauce onto her fork. Lasagna was her favorite meal.

Hallie crossed through the living room and saw Frank at the door. She stopped. 

He had his gun at his back and spoke to someone at the door.

Hallie’s first instinct was to run back into the dining room. She lay her hand protectively over the swell in her belly.

“It’s important, Agent McKinley. I must see her now. You are welcome to watch over the daughter if you wish and take the night off.”

Hallie recognized that voice.

Frank shook his head.

“You can put away the piece, Agent McKinley. I am not here as a threat. I assigned you here, remember?” the voice reasoned.

Frank’s brow was furrowed, his jaw set.

“What do you want from her? Hasn’t she suffered enough?” Frank asked. Something in his voice that made her sad. 

He cared for her and Macy and that was a good thing. It was also a complicating thing. 

Hallie worried that Frank might make a mistake.

The US Marshall’s Witness Protection Program had never had a breach of security since its inception in 1971. It was a testament to the dedication, training, and professionalism of its agents. Frank was one of the best, but he was off his game lately.

Hallie dropped her hands, relaxed her shoulders, effecting a calm demeanor, and put a lie of a smile on her face.

“We have unwelcome guests for dinner tonight? Sally said that Bob could not resist my cooking. Why don’t you let them in, Frank?” she asked as she approached the entry.

Frank glanced at her with warning eyes. She thought that would be the moment their guest would attack.

The moment passed and she pulled the door open further.

Calvin Royster stood in the entry, his eyes intense. He wore a pressed suit of wool and a bright red tie. His hair was cut short and he had not shaved. He was handsome in a college prep-boy way. She had dated guys like him before. Seemingly engaged and winsome, but secretly vain and manipulative. Ambitious to a fault. Cruel and confident.

“Mrs. Braxton. It is good to see you. May I come in?”

She stood staring at him, thousands of thoughts colliding in her head. She realized she held one hand across the swell of her abdomen the other still held the door.

She shook her head but said with a quick return of her smile:

“Of course! I hope you like Italian. I am afraid I have made enough food for an army, but my daughter will have it all gone before we make it to the table if we don’t hurry.”

Royster stepped past her and she noted Frank’s eyes warning her to be careful. She felt as though she had made a grievous error.

She closed the door behind her, ignoring the agent in the sedan parked two doors down and across the street.

Calvin smelled like leather and mint. His smile was warm and genuine.

“You look incredible. When is the child due?” he asked politely as Frank patted him down. 

She disregarded him. 

He smiled despite Frank’s roughness. He seemed not to mind.  Calvin looked over his shoulder as Frank pulled his arms over his head and moved his hands along his chest and back.

“You know, I am your superior, right?”

“Standard procedure,” Frank said through clenched teeth.

“You are here to see me, I presume,” Hallie said, crossing her arms subconsciously across her breasts. 

His smiled beamed.

“Yes I am. I would like a word with—” he began.

“Mommy, who’s there?” Macy asked, skipping into the room.

Calvin looked down as Frank scooped Macy up.

Macy looked at Frank crossly. She hated being picked up. It was for her own good.

“Macy. Good to see you again,” Calvin said.

“I don’t know you,” Macy said with indignation as she struggled against Frank’s chest. She stared at Calvin and made a face. “And my name isn’t Macy. It’s Callie Braxton.”

“I’m sorry. I must be confusing you with another pretty girl I knew before,” Calvin said, his smile brightening.

He turned back to Hallie.

“Can we have a moment?”

She glanced at Frank and confirmed her suspicions: he had known Calvin was coming. Part of her wanted to be angry at this, but she pushed it down.

She nodded.

“We can have some privacy in the study,” she said, indicating the room behind him. “Frank, the lasagna is getting cold. Would you be a dear and put it in the warmer for me? And can you get Callie to clean up?”

Frank dropped Macy to her feet.

“Sure,” he said. He did not seem happy.

“I’m fine. I only spilled a little,” she said defensively. 

She never looked at Frank directly.

“We’ll be right out,” Hallie said to Frank.

Calvin was playing with a globe when she entered. A yellow lamp on the desk lighted the room where Frank filled out his reports. Her heart pounded in her chest.

Calvin’s sudden appearance could mean anything. She hoped it did not involve Jake. She would not be able to handle it. It was one thing to move on as though he had died and another entirely to know that he actually had. She steeled herself.

“Why are you here? We are finally settling in.”

“Really? It looks like to me there is some major tension here,” Calvin accused, never looking up from the globe. He ran his finger along it, making it spin.

She set her mouth firmly. She would not let him get under her skin. Whatever his reason for being here, he seemed intent on playing coy and superior. Guys like him never change.

“Frank is a professional.”

“I know. It’s why I chose him.”

She was getting impatient. Hallie did not want to play this game all night. Frank was likely getting nervous.

“You did not come all the way to Missouri just to observe our family chemistry.”

He nodded.

“You are right. I came to retrieve something of mine that I believe you have.”

She furrowed her brows in confusion.

He watched her reaction.

“Don’t tell me you don’t have it.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t know what you are talking about.”

He turned toward her, the globe held out in front of him in both hands. Their eyes locked. His words were like ice. 

“You took my weapon.”

She tilted her head.

“I thought—wait, wasn’t that a government issued piece?”

“No. Before you say that you turned it over during your de-briefing, I checked that. I sent my men down to evidence and it was not there. It was listed on the checklist. I went myself and interviewed the officer in charge of evidence. He said you never gave it to them.”

His eyes accused her.

“I do not have your weapon, Calvin. I handed it to the agent in charge.”

“Watson?”

“I think that was his name.”

“Agent Watson is dead. My weapon was linked. He and the man under his charge were found dead yesterday. Tortured. A military official high in the chain of command.”

The hackles on her neck raised.

“I don’t understand. Surely you are not accusing me of murder. And certainly you are not claiming that I am somehow complicit in this missing weapon.”

“No. I suppose not. Don’t worry, Hallie, I am not in any trouble. But I am perplexed.”

“I did not have anything to do with it. I am just as sure that Jake didn’t either.”

He nodded. Screwed up his mouth.

“Of course not. We know where you and Jake are. Always. Are you sure it is not here? That maybe someone placed here without your knowledge?”

“I am sure,” she replied. “Is Jake alright?”

“Right as rain. He is no longer in my department, as you are aware, but I am kept abreast of his assignments. Nothing of concern. Do you miss him yet, or is Agent McKinley an adequate replacement?”

She did not answer him.

He watched her for a bit. She was pretty sure he did not breathe.

“Fine. I will drop it. Just tell me if you see it.”

“Who would set you up like that, anyway?”

“Who, indeed.” He set the globe down on the desk and walked around to Frank’s files.

“Does this have anything to do with the death of that CIA director?”

Calvin looked surprised.

“Possibly,” he said guardedly. He seemed to consider something before saying, “Has Jake ever spoken of a man named Lars? Used to be his manager inside Galbraith.”

“Uh. Yeah, sure. He spoke of him before he went undercover. Lars was one of the members of Galbraith that intrigued Jake the most. His ties to Russian Mafia and Al Qaeda money laundering made him a target of an investigation. We had no idea what we were getting Jake into.”

“Yeah, that Lars,” Calvin said, averting his eyes.

“What about him?”

“Have you seen him?” he asked, toying with an eraser.

She furrowed her brow.

“Not that I know of? Should I? Wait. I may have seen him before.”

Calvin turned, interested.

“Where?”

“I took his car the day those guys showed up at my house. At least, I think he is Lars. He and some lady claimed they were there to help me. To help Jake. I shot her and threatened him. I haven’t seen them since.”

Calvin nodded.

“You haven’t seen them since?”

“No. I think Jake spoke to them. He didn’t say, but when we came back from Colorado, he had information we did not have before.”

Calvin nodded. He did not seem pleased.

“I can confirm that Jake did meet Lars and Violet in Denver. He hurt them pretty bad.”

Hallie did not react to that. She had come to grips with Jake’s violence.

“He can do that sometimes,” she said flatly.

“So, you haven’t seen him since?”

She shook her head. She was sick of repeating herself. She put her hand on her forehead.

“I would remember. What is all this about, Mr. Royster?”

He stared off at a calendar on the wall and sniffed. Took a big breath and sighed.

“I don’t know. Something is not right.”

She did not say anything but watched him like he was a dangerous snake or a caged panther.

Calvin turned and sat in the office chair at Frank’s desk. He spun around, leaning back in the chair, his hands behind his head.

“Did Jake and his father talk at all recently?” Calvin asked suddenly.

She squinted.

“Are you crazy? If they had, Gabriel would have been dead sooner.”

Calvin leaned forward, his elbows on his knees and nodded, staring at his hands.

“I thought so,” he replied. He looked up. “But would it have been possible that President Vine had given Jake something?”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Like what, exactly?”

“A thick, yellow envelope. Manila folder. A large dossier. A thumb drive. Anything like that.”

Her eyes darted back and forth, trying as much to figure out what Calvin was speaking of as much as trying to remember an envelope.

“No. I do not recall any contact whatsoever with Gabriel. Jake was undercover as much to get away from his father as to catch criminals. When we got him back, someone was busy programming him to kill his father. I don’t see where there was much opportunity for President Vine to manage to give Jake a gift, or whatever. Why?”

He shook his head.

“Nothing. I saw a folder when I was working with President Vine. It is missing now. That is all.”

“And this Lars fellow? Is he someone I have to worry about? Should we be worried?”

Calvin looked distracted. He looked away.

“Are you sure you haven’t seen a manila folder?” he asked.

She waited to respond. He looked at her, his eyebrows raised.

“I am positive,” she said slowly.

“Ok,” he stood up, dusting off his pants and headed for the door. “My work is done here,” he announced.

She grabbed him by his shoulder as he passed.

“Wait. You didn’t answer my question.”

“What?”

“Should we be worried?”

He pressed his lips together and stared at her for a moment, his eyes lingering on her abdomen.

“You should always be worried,” he whispered.

He pushed past her and into the entry. She heard him grab his coat from the rack and exit without another word. Behind her, the front door slammed shut.he turned in time to see Frank standing in the hall, his pistol in his hand.

“What did he want?”

She shook her head. Shrugged.

“Did you put my lasagna in the warmer?” she asked, changing the subject. She did not want him to be overly concerned. He was struggling enough as it was.

He shook his head, a smile playing at his lips.

“No. Macy ate it.”

Chapter Twelve

Three Steps from a Nightmare

Lars stepped through the set of doors, leading them onto a balcony that overlooked a large, well-lit laboratory. He barely noted the place. He was focused. This was a formality for him. He needed to see Andronicus.

“They must have spent billions on this place,” Dr. Forsythe noted behind him. He had been making inane comments like this since they had arrived. How big the house was. How secluded. He had heard of Dr. Spreckles and was looking forward to meeting him.

Lars wanted to run his dagger through the good doctor’s tongue and shut him up. 

Giselle had said nothing. She was willing and complicit. Lars found himself admiring her determination and motivation. Her mother had been right about one thing. Giselle could be a perfect weapon.

He was the one wielding her now.

If she only knew the power she possessed, he was not positive that he could manage her the way he had so far. He was counting on her ignorance, the depth of the memory wipe, and the continued application of Sychol to keep her subdued. If she ever discovered her true destiny, God help them all.

“This way,” Violet ordered Forsythe.

She grabbed his elbow and led him off toward a secure room at the end of the hall. Giselle followed.

Lars scanned the room for his nemesis.

“Comrade!” a voice boomed from below.

How could I have missed him? Lars thought.

“Good to see you, friend,” Lars returned.

“Come, I have a bottle of Kaufman flown in from Los Angeles. Funny how America continues to get its hands on the best Russian vodka!”

Lars would rather have U’luvka, a Polish vodka preferred by his royal lineage, but he kept his mouth shut.

“Excellent,” he said.

“I will take these two down to the lab,” Violet announced.

He nodded to her. His mouth was dry, his lips parched. He turned seventy next week. Not that anyone would celebrate. He was almost a decade removed from his treatments. Looking at Andronicus, he was stunned by the difference. They were only five years apart in age, but the man looked twenty years younger.

I am getting too old for this, he alleged. His access to the age-reversal treatments would be impossible to resume now. Wishful thinking may retrieve some years from your body, but the memories would be the same, Lars thought.

He gathered himself and descended the winding stairs down to the first level.

“Come. Walk with me. I have a room for us, old friend,” Andronicus said, his voice unusually chipper.

Lars followed him, noting the other man’s lumbering gait.

Andronicus was built like a mountain with legs. His neck was thick and scarred, his head shaped like a cantaloupe. His bald head shone in the light. Appearances could be deceptive. Lars knew the man had preternatural speed and agility for a man his size.

Lars was aware of how he probably appeared.

He had worn his old uniform. One that he had worn before Dak To. He had been an officer in the GRU Spetznaz, long before anti-terrorism, before Spetznaz battalions had been created. He adjusted his burgundy beret, the pride of his uniform. Funny. It was the only thing that still fit.

Andronicus turned back to him, his eyes appraising him.

“You are still lithe, my friend. How do you keep in such remarkable shape? We are old men, you know.”

Lars kept his eyes ahead.

“I kill people for a living, remember? It takes a lot out of a man,” he quipped. It was a veiled threat. They both knew it.

Andronicus laughed, his eyes lighting up.

“Here, come in. Shut the door,” he said as he lumbered around a huge desk.

Lars shut the door as Andronicus poured two crystal tumblers half-full of vodka from a strangely shaped glass bottle with a chrome, fluted cap. A cigar smoldered in an ashtray near the edge. Its pungent smoke filled the room.

Lars sat on a large leather sofa across from the desk.

Andronicus handed him his tumbler.

It smelled like freshly cooked bread. A good Russian winter grain. He inhaled its scents and Mother Russia came roaring back to him. 

Grey streets, laughing at parties. Sleeping with girls with their wool stockings still on. His collection of French caps as a boy. His father’s clandestine religious practices. His mother’s scolding tongue. His sister’s death at the hands of a mob of hungry workers. 

The horror and home of his youth. His entrance into the army. His commander yelling at him as he trudged through muck and mire. As if they would ever fight another battle on a Western front. 

Funny how thoughts of home could make you ache with longing, cringe with disgust and fear simultaneously, he thought bitterly.

“My father said you were a fierce warrior,” Andronicus said, breaking Lars’ thoughts.

“Your father was a good man. And a terrible liar.”

Andronicus laughed, his cheeks red, his nose enflamed.

He has been drinking a lot, he realized.

“I must say, I am glad you brought the girl.”

“You have something for me. I believe that was the agreement.”

“Yes. I will get you the file as soon as we are finished.”

Lars sipped the vodka. The clear, clean liquid stinging his cracked lips and burning all the way down his throat. 

He looked up at Andronicus who had sat back down on the desk. It creaked under his weight.

“You are wondering why my son defected, aren’t you?”

“The Brotherhood can be persuasive. I am surprised they trusted him once they figured out who he was.”

“He had inside help.”

“Swane?”

“Who else? Rodman was destined to be a puppet from the beginning. No one else has the family ties or the money to resist the Consortium.”

Andronicus swallowed his tumbler of vodka in one quick swig. He wiped his mouth with the back of a pudgy hand.

“So how can I know I can trust you, then?” he asked.

“I brought you the girl, didn’t I?”

Andronicus shrugged.

“A small thing. Between old friends, it is but a small thing.”

“I have let you live. That should be enough.”

Andronicus laughed without mirth. He turned and refilled his glass.

“You are brave, comrade.”

“I am simply a realist. I do not think you brought me here to discuss Calvin. You know he is not even technically my son.”

Andronicus smiled thinly, the cigar smoke slowly rising up around his head like a cat nuzzling his form.

“You are perceptive. I have never been able to get one over on you.”

“You should stop trying,” he said, handing Andronicus the empty glass as he drained it. He could feel the effects of the alcohol working in his blood, in his brain, in his limbs. His nose was already numb. 

“How long have you been playing both sides?”

He was too wise to be stunned.

Of course Andronicus knew.

“Always. I have been true to only one. Me.”

Andronicus nodded, sniffed. Turned and re-filled Lars’ glass.

He handed it back to Lars. 

“I should not drink so much,” he admitted.

“You should drink your fill. I have a tale to tell that will require a good drunk to digest.”

Lars nodded.

“What trouble are you stirring now, brother?”

Andronicus looked past his shoulder, his eyes wistful. Lars turned to look behind him. A poster of a Russian woman holding a loaf of bread in one hand and a Russian flag in the other graced the wall, its faded edges curling. Lars looked back at the younger man.

“Svetlana was my first, you know?”

“How long had you known my sister?”

Andronicus blinked, the alcohol slowing his movements.

“I knew her before you went off to the army. She brought me fresh milk every day.”

Lars chuckled, remembering his younger sister always working hard. Their mother had been so proud of her. Their father had been inconsolable when she died.

“She talked about you often.”

He nodded.

“I asked her to marry me,” he said.

Lars did not know what to say. He did not believe he had ever seen Andronicus emotional. Lars knew ViVeri were devoutly patriotic in order to hide their true passion. He had no idea that they could love. He had believed it past their capabilities, against their nature. The only thing they loved more than themselves was the idea of rising again to be true rulers.

Andronicus sighed, his eyes cloudy and far off.

“I have a decision to make, comrade.”

“You have my permission to defect. I will not stop you,” Lars added. He absently scratched at a scar running lengthwise down his forearm.

It was the truth. He had worked on such divided loyalties for so long, it no longer mattered. After being programmed, Lars had decided he was a free agent. He desired the same thing Mr. Galbraith sought: balance. He wanted neither side to win.

“We are both too old for this. I honestly did not think I would live long enough to see this day.”

“This is about the girl, isn’t it?”

He looked at him without emotion.

“Does she know she has the power to abolish and to heal?”

He shook his head. 

Andronicus looked away again and stared at the poster.

“It is better this way, then.”

“How did you find out?”

Andronicus smiled without humor.

“We have the doctor that helped develop the device. He intends to use its powers in reverse. To destroy instead of to enhance.”

His voice sounded sad. Disappointed. Tired.

“What are you going to do?”

Andronicus shrugged, took a long drink of vodka, and smacked his lips.

“I think I will destroy the world.”

“If anyone can, it would be you, comrade.”

Andronicus licked his lips and smiled.

“This is true.”

∞

Giselle fought through the fog in her head. She had faculty enough to put one foot in front of the other. She had enough presence of thought to obey the commands shot at her. She stared at the back of the woman’s neck in front of her, entranced by the tattoo there. The dragon raised its three heads, shooting fire. 

A word was there. She could not read it. It looked like old Slavic text. It held a power. She could see it radiating from the characters like heat coming from blacktop in the summer.

She felt someone next to her.

It was Gary.

His presence both calmed her and made her angry. Something inside made her want to strangle the man. Yet, she knew he was here to protect her.

“She needs some rest. Look at her, she is thirsty.”

“We are all thirsty, doctor,” the woman said. Her voice was condescending.

The room came into better focus. It was a large room with several tables and raised beds like a hospital.

“Bring her over here. They already have the equipment ready.”

“Where are the surgeons? Shouldn’t they already be here?”

“Keep quiet, doctor. You are here for one reason only. You need to concentrate on your subject here. She needs to be prepped for the surgery. They will be ready for her soon,” the woman claimed.

Giselle almost panicked then.

Surgery!

She felt the need to run. To flee. Where? Where was she?

Then, she remembered. This was all part of the plan.

Someone would say the word. Someone would take the chip. The false chip that had been planted there.

In her mind, she saw the dragon breathe fire, rear up on its hind legs and pummel the warrior and tear his shield from his hands.

“Of course. Can you get her some water, though? Just enough to wet her lips?”

The woman rolled her eyes and mumbled something under her breath.

Gary led her to a bed by her elbow.

He did not know. If he did, would he let her do it? Would he try to rescue her?

A fire burned in her stomach, a drum beat in her head, and she could feel a sparkle in her fingers. It reminded her of a time so far away. 

She had been a child, covered in warm quilts and a fuzzy blanket. A cold winter night in a drafty house. She would run her fingers along the fuzzy blanket, little arcs of lightning crossing between her skin and the fibers of the blanket in the dry air. She would watch this wondrous display for almost an hour before succumbing to sleep.

She felt herself smile.

“That’s it, Giselle. Step up, now,” Gary urged.

She stepped up on a cold metal platform.

Her feet were bare.

“Here,” the woman offered.

What was her name? 

A flower. She knew this flower. Not a delicate one. Daisy? Too wild. Orchid? Too exotic.

No, a plain flower. Also, a color. Rose? No. So many names for girls were flowers. Why not something strong? Her mind drifted along names for a moment longer.

Violet. Yes.

She realized she was standing with one arm out and Gary was putting a cuff on her wrist.

“She will not get out. Do not worry,” Gary claimed.

“She better not for your sake,” Violet warned.

Then, he was dabbing her lips gently with a cloth dipped in cold water.

Her lips screamed with little pricks of pain and drank up the water like a sponge.

She felt a drop of water drip down her chin. It tickled. Gary dabbed at it before it could drop.

Giselle opened her eyes then and stared at Gary.

He stopped, mesmerized.

“It’s ok,” She mouthed.

His eyes widened.

“Shh,” she urged.

He glanced back at Violet nervously.

“Get her prepped for surgery. Two incisions. Iodine’s on the counter over there.”

“Got it,” he claimed.

Violet left and the door slammed. Giselle heard a latch rattle. They were locked in. Good. 

Giselle reached down inside of herself and lifted her consciousness out of the compartment where she had hidden it. She felt herself grow, expand, and become. 

She blinked. She could smell the chemicals in the room. Colors became brighter. Her mind exhaled as if it had been in a deep slumber. Her memory returned like a hammer slamming a solid wall.

She looked up out of habit, her eyes moving along the ceiling. Two cameras. Neither aimed at the table where the iodine lay.

“Take me over to the table by the iodine,” she whispered, her lips barely moving. She kept her expression blank but never let her eyes leave Gary’s.

“I don’t understand—”

“Don’t talk to me, just move,” she ordered.

He nodded. He undid the leash at her wrist.

He led her over to the table.

“Let’s get that iodine on you,” he said.

When they were at the table, she grabbed his elbow.

“They want the chip. Let them have it,” she said.

His eyes grew larger.

“What? No. That chip is our only way out of this mess! It is—”

“I know, Gary. Trust me. We don’t have time for me to explain.”

He looked at her, incredulous. He appeared to be prepared to argue with her.

She pulled him close by his lapel, and brought her lips to his. She could feel their dry lips touch and smell his sour sweat. Neither of them had bathed on the long, arduous trip. She did not care. This was the quickest way to shut the man up.

She needed him not to interfere. She had this under control.

She had been used all her life. Now it was her turn.

Lars had provided her an opportunity. She was prepared to use him, too. He did not suspect her duplicity. He had seen through her attempts to deceive them in pretending still to be in a mental funk. She had maintained her innocence of her memories.

She knew her true power.

They did not want her to know. She did not want them to suspect. The word brought it all back in a rush. The truth of her mother’s legacy was in her blood. She was ViVeri’s fulfillment. In their hands, she could bring back the rule that they sought. Or, in the wrong hands, she could destroy them and all they had become.

Gary pulled back from her, his breathing ragged.

“We can’t, I just, I didn’t know that, I never—”

“Shh,” she cautioned, a smile at her lips. She placed her fingers gently across his lips.

“It is all part of the plan,” she said.

“Giving ViVeri the chip is part of a plan? I thought the plan was to have surgery on your brain! Dr. Spreckles is a leading brain surgeon and geneticist. Take the chip? Whose plan, Giselle? Why?”

Gary was practically spinning. Sychol worked differently in some subjects. With Gary, evidently it made him hyperactive.

“I will tell you as soon as we get out of here,” she explained. “Now, put that iodine on me.”

“Over the chip?”

She nodded.

“If you don’t I might die of an infection,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

Chapter Thirteen

Whiskey Memories

The porch swing creaked under his weight. Cicadas sung at a high pitch to the background music of clinking glasses and crashing surf.

Jake was drunk.

Not fall-down drunk, but less sober than he felt comfortable. He hated that detached feeling that came with the numbness. 

All in the name of research.

Senator Swane had been rather loose of tongue once the Jack Daniels began to flow. The bottle of Blanton had been tested and set reverently back on the shelf. It had been deemed that tonight’s conversation would be better served with a visit from their mutual friend, JD.

It was interesting how whiskey seemed to pull stories long buried from men. It would reach down inside and pull the past right of them, bringing their insides back to the light of day. The light of the moon and a dim yellow porch light in their case.

Senator Swane sat on the porch bannister, his back leaning heavily on the wooden post that supported the roof. He held the glass of whiskey perilously aloft, the moon reflecting from the caramel concoction. Jake blinked slowly, trying to listen. He had lost track of the story Robert had been telling.

“Then I see this guy in the front row. I thought I knew him. He had been there on the day I graduated high school. In a class of fifty, you know everyone, you know?”

Jake nodded.

“Yeah. Small class. Small town. Everyone knows everyone,” Jake offered.

“Exactly. So no one knew this guy. Big guy. Big head. He was wearing a fedora like one of those G-men, you know? Like he was from Pinkerton.”

“G-man. That’s funny,” Jake said. His words were slurred and he could not control his laughing. He chuckled at the oddity of a whole nation of people calling service agents such a derogatory term.

“I know, right? At the time it sounded clever. Everyone repeated it. But this guy, he looked odd and there I see him in my class at Duke. I see him at the ball game, a Blue Devil’s pin on his suit. It was weird. Like time stood still. Like there was a neon sign pointing at him telling me he was my future; that I needed to stop and talk to him.”

“Did you?” Jake asked.

“Yeah. I asked him something. I don’t remember what. My friends kept walking. I just couldn’t let it pass. He was too old for class so I said, ‘Aren’t you too old to be a student?’ That was before adults started attending classes and finishing degrees. It was odd that he just sat there, chewing on a toothpick.”

Swane’s speech was slurred only a little. He was adept at telling a story and the drink only dulled that ability a fraction.

“What did he say back?”

“He just sat there with blank eyes. He looked at me and I knew he knew me. I knew for sure that he was there for me, you know? Not a pervert. Just an interest in who I was and where I was headed.”

“Like you were looking at your destiny?”

“Something like that,” Swane said, throwing back the whiskey in one gulp. He set the glass down on the wooden baluster. “You know, when you can see what you want to do in your dreams, it never feels like it will be just like that?”

Jake smirked. He touched his finger to his head.

“My mind’s a little fuzzy on childhood memories, senator.”

“I suppose so,” Robert replied. “This felt real. I did not know why he was there but it scared the hell out of me. I honestly thought he was from Uncle Sam. Draft dodger expert. Something like that. The war was going on. I wasn’t one of the protesters, I just wanted an education. I had plans. I didn’t see him the rest of my freshman year.”

He poured another two fingers of whiskey.

“Did he ever confront you?”

The senator’s eyes took on a faraway glaze.

“Yeah. It was my senior year at Duke. He came at me with a proposal. I had been planning to go to grad school. I had met this really swell girl and the war was almost over. This was ’71. He claimed that he could ensure that I would be successful. He needed me to take a job in a firm. I told him I didn’t have my law degree. He said he would take care of that. Next thing I know, I am at a firm studying under a guy that I knew was a communist, but was too scared to prove it.”

“This was the firm that backed Lightner for mayor?”

Swane blinked.

“Yeah. How did you know?”

Jake shrugged.

“Trivial pursuit, I guess. One of the first popularly elected African American mayors gets top billing in this messed up nugget of a brain I have here,” he explained.

“Well, we put a lot of money in a lot of white folk’s pockets that summer. Nothing illegal, at least at the time. We just greased the skids, as they said. And the G-man shows up. He was happy. I had never seen him smile before.”

“Did he have a name?”

“What? Oh. Yeah. He said his name was George Oliver. I knew it was false. He insisted that I call him George. He had another proposal for me. He wanted me to run for attorney general.”

“But you didn’t have a law degree. You had never practiced law.”

Swane pointed at him with the glass of whiskey. Some spilled quietly to the porch.

“Exactly. I got slaughtered, of course. I was young and I had seen what these people could do. I saw the power they held. I thought it would work for me too.”

“So what did you do?”

He shrugged.

“I found out that I was supposed to lose. They had both sides of the ticket. He promised me that it was just a place to start. The next thing I know, I was State Representative, then running for State Senate.” He spread his arms out wide, “And then here I am today. Senator Robert F-ing Swane.” 

Jake did not fail to notice the jump in history. A lot happened since 1979.

“So ViVeri was instrumental in your campaigns?”

Swane scoffed, drank his whiskey, and set the glass down with a finality that Jake interpreted as the end of the looseness of their conversation.

“That would be an understatement, son.”

“Was George always your handler?”

He waved the question away.

“There was always a George. They were all Georges for all I knew. Someone in a suit, someone who just as easily could have been an insurance agent or a reporter. They would come and they would go. And everywhere I went, everything I touched, nothing but gold.”

“Did Nancy know?”

The senator winced at the mention of the name. His wounds were still raw. Jake knew the feeling. He shook his head.

“Not truly. She knew, but she didn’t know. She suspected it because I could not live with the guilt.”

“When did you turn?”

The senator’s eyes burned through the haze of the alcohol and the thick North Carolina air.

“You sure are blunt, young man.”

Jake shrugged.

“Figured it was pretty obvious this was all going somewhere. You already confessed to us when we visited you.”

“You didn’t have to ruin a good story, though. You really do need Hallie around to smooth your rough edges, don’t you?”

“Some say that rough edges tend to rub people the wrong way. I tend to think it brings things to a head.”

Swane nodded. Scratched his head. Rubbed his face.

“I don’t know where to start or when it started. At some point I realized two organizations existed.”

“Two?”

“ViVeri, of course. I had no idea they were global, really. Everyone spoke English perfectly. We would sometimes meet overseas, but I figured it was just to throw people off, give some secrecy. It was also an opportunity to blow off some steam.”

“You cheated on Nancy.”

Swane nodded, his lips firm.

“Nothing I am proud of, but being brutally honest, yes. Young and dumb and all that. Anyway, on one of these trips, I was met in the terminal on my way back by a prominent Chicago judge. He asked me for a light. This was when I still smoked. Everyone smoked. He was careful, but he was direct in asking me about my allegiances. At first, I didn’t know what he was talking about. I was never a good cloak-and-dagger sort. I just did what was expected of me.”

“Who was he with?” 

A gentle breeze blew in from the ocean, bringing with it the strong scents of sand and salt, and a cool moisture. In other parts of the country, it was freezing right now. Here it was mild and relaxing.

“Good question. All I knew at first was that this man was concerned about my ‘patriotism.’ Having just lived through the great Red scare and still intimidated by the prospects of nuclear war, I was concerned where this conversation was going.”

“Did you ever see him again?”

“Not directly. I heard him speak once at a conference on women’s rights. We just shared a smoke and a brief conversation. It was two years later that I met his boss. He was also my boss at the time.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. That is the kind of pull we are talking about. I was told in no uncertain terms that I was on the wrong side. I was sure my contacts in ViVeri had no idea they had competition at the time and so I did not say anything. These guys were offering me an opportunity to save myself. I didn’t take it at first and I think I was wise.”

“What happened?”

Swane shrugged.

“A battle for the top spot. Messy business. A close run-in with our government. That was Nixon. It was after that fiasco that I came on board.”

“Let me get this straight. You are saying Nixon was the head of this other outfit, this organization that is opposed to ViVeri?” Jake leaned forward. He was no history buff, but this made no sense to him.

“Yes and no. I mean, he was leader of the free world, as we like to say. And he was right about one thing, he was no crook. But those tapes record his under the table dealings with this group, yes.”

“Who are they?”

Swane glanced to his left and right. Lowered his voice.

“Look. It sounds silly. They are really interested in furthering this country. They are true patriots.”

“You are defending them because you are still one of them?”

“A little, yeah. I also want to think that in working with them that I erased some of the things I am not so proud about.”

“But killing in the name of your country? That makes it alright?”

The senator lowered his gaze, a dark pall across his face.

“You have no room to talk, friend.”

He felt something slip in him. Not anger or resentment. It was trust.

“What does this have to do with the folder?”

Swane sat back and uncapped the bottle of Jack. Poured another drink.

“Plenty. Your father knew about both outfits. He has files on both.” He pointed with the glass. “That file is the one on ViVeri. If truth be told, I provided a good portion of the information in that file.”

“Who has the file on this other group you still have not named?”

“TRELLIS? They call themselves ‘The Brotherhood.’ I suppose I have it around here somewhere. I was meaning to give it to you tonight.”

“Are you trying to initiate me? Convince me to join?”

Robert Swane laughed. He looked into his glass without speaking for a moment.

“You are already a part of the Brotherhood, Jake.”

“What?”

“You’ve been doing work for TRELLIS all along.”

“Galbraith?”

He shrugged.

“Part of it. Sure.”

“I don’t understand.”

Swane sighed.

“We have been mirroring ViVeri for the last decade or so. We have infiltrated their organization. We have dummy companies that ‘work’ for them, false followers that keep us engaged with their leadership. They are powerful, Jake, but they are overconfident. We intend to bring them down.”

“The team I worked on?”

“Funded by the Brotherhood. Zhou was one of ours. Evidently, they found out and killed him. Small loss. Zhou was a plant. They figured it out.”

“So, the warheads and dirty nukes are yours?”

“Not really, no. We intend to use them to discredit ViVeri. To weaken their hold on Europe and Asia. In the end, we want the US to be the dominant world player. Politics, economy, military, and population. We want to crush the ViVeri Consortium because their plan to dominate the world puts the rule in the hands of the elite.”

“And yours doesn’t?” Jake was desperate. He wanted to put his hands on this old man for deceiving him.

“Jake, we are talking about the difference between patriotism and despotism.”

“They are the same thing.” He paused, calming his breathing. He wanted to lash out, to jump off the swing, and bring this man he had trusted down. The cards were on the table and just as many new questions were presenting themselves as answers were being provided. 

“What is the difference between the two groups? Why did you choose the Brotherhood over ViVeri? They both seem similar to me.”

“In most ways they are. The simple answer would be that I prefer the Brotherhood’s way of governance.”

“What do you mean?”

“ViVeri is using corporations to govern. Ever heard of a corporatacracy?”

“Yeah. Seems pretty lame to me, like something out of Orwell.”

Swane shrugged.

“I suppose that would be a fair comparison. Well, this corporatacracy is just a way to enact an oligarchy or dictatorship depending upon who you listen to in ViVeri.”

“They have a divided leadership?”

“It’s complicated, but that would be an accurate description.”

“So how do they differ from the Brotherhood? Other than an obscure reference to patriotism, I mean.”

Swane shook his head.

“Whatever I say, it will not be enough for you to understand. I did not have a choice, really. I chose the lesser of two evils, Jake. Have you ever had to do that?”

Jake thought about it for a moment and remembered some of his own fateful decisions.

“Of course. You aren’t living if you don’t. But you haven’t answered my question.”

The Senator laughed.

“Years of being a politician, I guess. The Brotherhood would rule only America, for one. Not some One World Rule or anything like that. We are insular. We seek to re-establish America as a superpower and wrest control of our government from organizations like Viveri. We want to inspire Americans to trust in their government for everything.”

“So we are talking about Communism?”

Swane shook his head.

“Too broad a term, first of all. We are tired of politics as usual. Our vision is different than Marx or Lenin. We do not seek equality in anything, really. We wish to re-establish rule to those who deserve to wield it.”

“So, another oligarchy. Just like ViVeri, but with a decidedly American flavor?”

“We are the new regime. We have what it takes to make our plan work. Trust me: you do not want to mess with The Brotherhood.”

“I got that impression,” Jake managed to tone down his sarcasm just a little.

“You have to understand that I have been protecting you the best that I can, Jake.”

Something came to Jake suddenly. An intuition, perhaps. A sadness in the senator’s eyes. A guilt that lay there just behind his gaze, just under the words that he was saying. Like a confession.

“What role did you play in my father’s death?”

“None. That was ViVeri. That was their play.”

Jake narrowed his eyes.

“Did you know she was a ViVeri agent?”

“Yes. And we knew your father was one as well.”

Jake’s heart stopped for one second. He could not draw a breath. Hallie and Macy. Giselle. Too many questions to ask. He decided to find out where it had all started.

“Then why did you give him the file on ViVeri?”

He smiled.

“Who said I did? I said I provided the information. Someone else compiled it and gave it to Gabriel. Gabriel was truly divided. He chose to remain above it all. Or, at least, that was his intent.”

“That was why he was a target?”

“As good as any,” the senator agreed.

“And the threat at the ballpark?”

“ViVeri, of course. You knew him, I think. He was one of theirs. He was there for me, as you know. ViVeri had discovered my links to The Brotherhood. My campaign was put on hold. My cover blown. I was no longer an asset to The Brotherhood and my privileges at ViVeri were suspended. That is putting it mildly.”

“That is how you lost the house?”

“That is how I lost Nancy, too. Her doctor was ViVeri. He discreetly administered her death to appear natural.”

“I thought she was sick,” Jake said.

“Curable under the right care. Not the same life as before, but a life nonetheless.” His voice cracked. 

It was difficult for Jake to feel sorry for him. Jake had worries of his own.

“What about Hallie and Macy? I left my family in your hands. What happens now?”

“I am assuming you mean that you intend not to take sides.”

Jake did not answer. His hands were clenched in fists. His drunk had sloughed off him in seconds. He was sober now.

“Well, not to worry,” Swane said, “Hallie and Macy are safe. They are with our best. I made sure of it.”

“You better hope nothing happens to them,” Jake threatened. His throat was raw.

“You know better than to threaten me,” Swane said, his voice low and menacing.

“Surely you understand it would be simple for me to kill you,” Jake replied. He allowed menace to creep into his voice. He hated himself for it immediately, of course.

“Not as easy as you would think, actually.”

A vehicle swung off the highway, its lights breaking the darkness and throwing an eerie light across the senator’s face. It was drawn and haggard. Yet, there was a calm confidence there that made Jake pause.

“You are still programming me, aren’t you?”

“More subtle than that, but accurate, I guess,” Swane replied.

Swane glanced back.

“We have visitors,” he said.

Jake was still stunned by these new revelations.

“You have to tell me more about this ‘Brotherhood’ outfit. Who are you? What are you trying to accomplish? I have to know who I have been serving all this time.”

Swane turned back to him, all color drained from his face.

“We don’t have time. Go! Take the folder with you. Go around back and hop the fence. Stay away from the dunes and head north. There is an abandoned home on the next property from here. I own it. Take the Harley. I won’t be needing it.” 

He tossed Jake a set of keys that glimmered in the moonlight. Jake caught them and stood, the folder tucked under his arm. He felt frozen in place.

“There’s a rifle inside the door. Be kind enough to hand it to me,” Swane said, hopping down to the porch and stooping.

Jake opened the creaking screen door and found a .30-30 Winchester Model 94 just inside the door. Its smooth wood and bright brass glowed dully in the night. It was a deer-hunting rifle, not a military weapon.

The truck pulled up, spewing rocks, and parked about fifty yards from the house. The men inside were silent and clothed in black. Five of them got out and cautiously approached the house. Jake watched them fan out, one of them pointing to the sides of the house.

Swane looked up at him and took the rifle from his hand. He ratcheted the lever and checked the ammunition.

“The file you want is in the abandoned house. Look upstairs in the cabinet beside the safe. Take care of my Harley. She only has about twelve hundred miles on her. Go now. They are circling around.”

“I can—“

Swane’s eyes lit with anger and spittle flew from his lips.

“No you can’t! Now go!” he growled. 

Jake turned and vaulted the porch without another thought. 

He landed in the grass and circled around the house, breathing shallow and keeping low. He saw a figure by the back gate and tried to move around him.

A voice sounded from the front of the house, a firm confident voice. He stopped.

“We have you surrounded Senator! Give up Monday now and you will live!”

Jake stepped forward and onto a piece of driftwood and it snapped. The man by the gate turned. Jake was already moving.

He leaped, his left foot finding the top of the low wooden fence and he lifted off the ground, arcing past his seeker in the dark. Jake grabbed him by the chin with both hands as he passed. Jake lowered to the ground, his arms twisting and he heard the man’s neck snap as his back bent and his knees gave out. The man let out a low groan and slumped to the ground.

Jake stayed low, pulling the man’s body parallel to the fence line, hiding him in the tall grass growing there. 

“I would just go home if I were you fellas. Mr. Monday is out of the country until further notice!”

“We know he is here, old man. We know what you are doing. Calvin and his boss are not going to win this one, Senator. Your Brotherhood is dwindling. Even though you may have the conviction, a self-righteousness on your side, you do not have the size nor the power.”

Jake did not have time to listen to this exchange. The shooting would begin soon and the temptation to interfere would be too great. He had to think of Hallie and Macy now. They were the only ones that mattered. He tucked away the file he had dropped on the ground into the back of his jeans and ran. He burned off the last effects of the alcohol before he made it past the fence. He leaped over it and kept going.

He made it to the edge of the dunes when the first gun fired. More voices. Warnings. Threats, Taunts. Jake continued to run. Three more shots echoed in the night, followed by a stutter of automatic gunfire. Then silence.

He tried not to think about the Senator. Jake was exhausted and drained. He kept his legs churning, his eyes searching. The sounds of the ocean crashing into the beach drowned out any sounds of pursuit but he did not take any chances.

His chest heaved as he ran in the deep sand. 

A darkened house loomed ahead of him. 

He was so eager to get to his wife and child, he almost forgot to retrieve the other file.

Chapter Fourteen

Top-Down Management

Calvin stepped into the bunker and waited for the Marine guard to latch it shut. He looked around the room and ascertained that it was decidedly un-presidential. Wires ran circuits around the room both at floor level and along the vaulted ceiling. Open venting churned away sending warm air into the space. 

The walls were solid concrete, painted an institutional gray.

He adjusted his suit, pulling at his cuffs and brushing down his jacket.

Everything else in the room was a dark gray to match the walls except for the desk, a tall, deep green screen, and a gold ornament on a small shelf nearby. The ornament was a coin. He recognized it. It was an heirloom from the President’s past. A sentimental reminder of how far she had come.

Calvin was not a fan of sentiment.

He heard her in the executive washroom. He waited patiently. What else would one do? Knock?

In the meantime, he looked around the room some more. A camera was set up as well as lights that pointed toward the desk in front of the green screen. This is where they were filming her “State of the Union” addresses. A low table sat against the far wall, an empty plate, and glass ready for a servant to discard. The rest of the room was drab. A wall of mirrors that were certainly two-way. Two doors. One to the facilities and one to the corridor.

Forty feet beneath the surface. Bedrock, concrete, and almost a hundred armed personnel. The bunker was practically impervious. Defensible positions. Secret location. All the bells and whistles of technology.

The door handle turned and Calvin forced a smile to his face. 

“Calvin. You startled me.”

It was a lie. She was expecting him. Knew he was there. Had taken her good sweet time. He could see it in the twinkle of her eye. 

He remained relaxed. His purpose here was to retrieve information. It was dangerous to have them both together in the same place. It would be best if he could get the answers he needed somewhere else. President Vivian Walker was his best and possibly only source.

He reached for her hand. Took it and gently brought it to his lips. Kissed it tenderly.

“My apologies,” he said.

She smiled at him thinly. Looked over her shoulder to the mirrors. Her eyes closed slowly, languidly.

“You should have brought your concerns to the Pentagon, Mr. Royster.”

He nodded. No sense arguing. He was here now.

He appraised her. Middle age. Thin and athletic. Attractive, but not distractingly so. Her hair was too plain, her eyes too far apart, her chin too wide. Calvin knew she was a health nut, and had been since her husband had passed away at forty-three of a heart attack. She ran three miles every day, remained a vegetarian, even though hailing from Texas, and took vitamins and supplements constantly.

Calvin smirked. He understood the game she wanted to play. She was in charge, so she got to make the rules. Some men would find her calm confidence to be threatening. Calvin found it refreshing. He appreciated strong women.

“Perhaps you are correct. I will only take a moment of your time.”

“Of course. As you can see, I am lonely. I have been reading.”

“That is good. What?” He was going through the motions. He could care less about his boss’ literary proclivities. All of it was vanity, anyway.

“Kundera. The Unbearable Lightness of Being.”

He looked at his nails.

“Never heard of it.”

“Well. Great philosophical stuff. Prague during the 60s.”

He nodded.

“Before my time I am afraid.”

“Communist occupied, of course. One line struck me. I think it was ‘metaphors were not to be trifled with. A single metaphor could give birth to love.’ Or something like that. What do you think, Mr. Royster?”

He raised his eyebrows, pretending to be swayed.

“Quite witty, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I think we should be careful not to underestimate the power of a metaphor. You understand metaphor, don’t you, Mr. Royster?”

He found it difficult to look her in the eye.

“Yes, Madam President. I do. A comparison.”

“Of a sort, yes. Do you know the metaphor that we must watch most carefully?”

“Pray tell, Madam.”

Her smile was poison. Acid. It was corrosive and corrupt. He was intimidated. She was more than just the most powerful person in the world. The Brotherhood was close to grasping their desires. The pieces of the puzzle were fitting nicely and soon would be complete. President Walker was one of the final pieces.

The President leaned in close to him.

He could smell her perfume, the onions from her lunch, and the dustiness of her makeup. He could see her pores and he realized how old she was. How young he was. And powerless.

“Freedom.”

He nodded. He had heard a form of this sermon before.

“It is a fleeting thing, greatly to be desired.”

“It is love and life. A basic human right. A basic human need,” she continued.

“I have not been able to find the file,” he blurted, cutting off the mantra. 

It was tedious. He had joined a political and philosophical revolution, not a religion. The longer he was associated with the Brotherhood, the more it seemed like a cult. He thought he had left that behind. Perhaps it was to be expected when one was involved with world-changing events. Organizations high on wealth, fame, and power.

The President closed her mouth. The smile disappeared. Her eyes were hard, the lines of her face deep. He could see just how tired she was then. 

When was the last time she had slept? Where did she sleep?

She blinked twice, fast.

“What file, Mr. Royster? You will have to be more specific.” Her voice was cold. Devoid of emotion.

“The file on the organization responsible for the death of President Vine,” he said. He was cautious.

She glanced back at the windows and then to Calvin.

“It is safe to talk, Calvin. Don’t hold anything back.”

“Yes, Madam President. The ViVeri Consortium File.”

President Walker tilted her head. Closed her eyes and sighed.

“Why exactly were you searching for this file, Mr. Royster?”

He narrowed his eyes and shifted his feet.

“I thought it would be best to—“

“Those are not your decisions to make. Your responsibility is to defend this country, Mr. Royster. I will handle the punishment of our enemies. Do you understand?”

She made this statement with a smile on her face, disguising the venom she injected into it.

“Clearly.”

“Are we finished, then?”

“There is the matter of Senator Swane.”

“I am aware of the attack on the senator. He is in intensive care at a Duke University hospital in Raleigh. I get updates hourly. He will likely not survive.”

“Tough old bird.”

She nodded and walked over to her desk.

“I gave him the file.”

Calvin did a double take.

“You? Swane? Why? He is a huge security risk.”

She shrugged.

“Can you think of another way to get it into the hands of Monday without raising some suspicions?”

He stopped to consider this.

“Surely there were other ways.”

“Of course. We knew that the Senator was being tracked. He was a weak link. We did not need to expose ourselves. His betrayal was bound to garner him attention sooner or later.”

“He made his bed.”

She took a sip of water from a clear glass.

“Yes. As have we. The Senator could have chosen your path. To turn away totally. He wanted the benefits of both worlds. The political and financial perks of working with ViVeri and the clear conscious of working with the Brotherhood.”

“He was a patriot. Can we trust he did not expose us to Monday? Reveal our end game?”

She scoffed.

“I think it is fairly certain that he did.”

“Monday escaped.”

“Yes.”

He shook his head.

“I don’t understand it. Why do you want Monday to know so much? Eventually he will figure it out.”

“I am counting on it. Another metaphor for you Calvin.” She hesitated, her eyes hovering over him, evaluating him. He was uncomfortable. “Haven’t you figured me out yet?” President Walker asked. Her eyes sparkled with mirth. “I just love chaos.” 
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