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The thunderous noise of the blades on the large helicopter could be heard for more than two minutes before its arrival on the South Lawn, where it touched down to await the appearance of its famed passenger.  POTUS stepped out one of the side doors a few moments later, accompanied by his security detail, and walked briskly toward Marine One even as the boarding ramp was being extended. The helicopter would whisk him to a meeting at Camp David that had been hastily assembled. It was also one of the most highly classified meetings in the history of the United States.

The flight was a short one. Camp David was on full military lockdown, with soldiers from seven different countries all working together to ensure the security of the meeting that was going to take place. US Delta Force and British SAS, along with special forces teams from Canada, Brazil, Argentina, Germany and Italy, were all on the highest alert.

When the helicopter landed, the president was escorted off and into the building that had been prepared for the meeting. The leaders of twenty-six countries were all there waiting, and he was greeted as an old friend by some, as a necessary evil by others. When they were all seated, he immediately called the meeting to order.

“There’s no sense beating around the bush,” he said. “We all know why we’re here, and just what it is that we are out to accomplish. Anybody have any questions before we get started?”

“I have one,” said the president of Argentina. “Considering the fact that you have recently had to disavow your special assassination bureau, why should any of us trust you when you offer to make its services available to us?”

“Because having a seat at this table,” POTUS replied, “means that you are not potential targets. Want to stay that way?”

“So arrogant,” said the Argentinian, but he chuckled as he spoke. “And yet, you make a valid point. I accept your explanation.”

“Good. Anybody else?”

The British prime minister leaned forward. “Since your assets are now domiciled in our country,” he began, “we feel that any agreements to share their services and abilities should include a provision to ensure we are always apprised of the missions they receive.”

“That’s going to be an easy one,” POTUS said. “Before we get into that, though, are there any other questions?”

It appeared that there were none, so the president turned back to the prime minister.

“Mr. Downey,” he said, “it’s almost fitting that you asked the question you did, because it brings up the very first item on our agenda. You see, there are a number of those in the international community who believe it’s not proper for me, or my country, to have sole power to approve or disapprove any of these missions. For that reason, I have arranged for a highly secure digital network that will allow each and every one of us present to receive all details of every proposed mission. This network involves the implantation within each of us of a small transmitter, something that can be done right here today in a matter of minutes. The implants can access any available Wi-Fi network, regardless of what security may be in place, and will allow you and no one else to hear what is being transmitted. Each of us will be able to communicate with all the others through the system, by simply speaking softly. Only the twenty-six of us will be on the network, and all transmissions are encrypted in such a way that they are considered absolutely unbreakable. The encryption was developed by an intelligent quantum computer, and is designed to be the most secure encryption in existence.”

“Implanted?” asked the German chancellor. “Surgically?”

POTUS turned his head and pulled aside his right ear, showing a tiny scar. “Barely more than a needle prick,” he said. “Once it’s in place, any request for a sanction will be transmitted by the computer that runs the system to each of us. We will then, each and every one of us, determine whether or not we believe the mission should be approved, and we will register our votes through that same network. In order for a mission to move forward, the approval must receive a majority of the votes. If the majority vote to disapprove, or if the vote is a tie, the mission will be disallowed. Is that acceptable to everyone?”

The other world leaders glanced around the room and there were a few whispered consultations. A moment later, all of them gave their assent.

“Good,” POTUS said. “The next item is to answer the questions I received prior to this meeting regarding funding the operation and maintaining its secrecy. You’ll all be happy to know that E & E is financially self-sufficient. It operates a number of cover businesses that provide ample income for anything they need to do. The only time one of us may be called upon to provide assistance is if the agents are within the boundaries of one of our own countries. It’s possible that they may request aid from your national intelligence network. Is that agreeable?”

“Absolutely,” said the Canadian prime minister. “Giving them such independence in the realm of finance makes it even more difficult for anyone to claim they are in the service of any particular nation. I, for one, heartily approve.”

The others indicated their willingness to go along with the terms presented.

“Very good,” POTUS said. “Now, as to the question of security. The encrypted communications system I mentioned is designed to provide a level of secrecy far beyond Special Compartmentalization. Since only we here will be privy to its existence, no one is likely to attempt a hack, and one of the most important things I need each of you to understand is that you may not, under any circumstances, divulge its existence to anyone who is not present here today. The sole exception to that rule is, of course, your successor in office; during any transition of power, you will need to do so, and your successor must be implanted with the device. Yours will then, naturally, be deactivated permanently.”

The Italian raised a hand. “If only we here know about it, how can a successor be provided with one of the devices? What about the medical team that does the implantations?”

“They are part of E & E,” said the president. “They’ll be brought to you whenever they’re needed.”

“I think,” said the president of Uruguay, “that I have another concern. This agency seems to have some of the most advanced technology on the entire planet. How can we be assured that such technology will not be turned against us? We don’t even know what this group is truly capable of.”

POTUS scowled. “I agonized long and hard over that very question, Mr. President,” he said. “And the only conclusion I could come to was that transparency is the only option. Therefore, as part of this agreement, each of you will be provided with a special computer terminal. This terminal connects to the same network servers as the subcutaneous communications system and will allow you to access a listing of E & E’s secret technology. It will only work when it’s within five feet of your subcom unit, so no one but you will be able to use it at all.” He took a deep breath. “Let me warn you that there are things you may learn that will shock and terrify you, so I would advise using it only to research something you deem absolutely necessary for your own knowledge. Also, remember that under the terms of this agreement, any of us who reveal any E & E secrets to others will be subject to sanction and assassination. This is of the utmost importance, ladies and gentlemen. You cannot share anything you learn with anyone else, for any reason.”

“But what if there is a situation,” asked the Brazilian, “in which some of that information is necessary for one of our own security operations? Suppose some of your technology is in our country and causing some problem for our security agencies? We are not permitted to tell our security leaders?”

“No. It will be up to you to direct your agency on how to deal with that situation without revealing any of the specific knowledge you’re referring to.” POTUS looked around the room, making eye contact with each of them. “I’ll remind you once more that E & E has some of our brightest minds, and some of their technology is so far advanced over state-of-the-art that its very existence would terrify your populations, because it could make them doubt the evidence of their own senses. You cannot risk allowing any of it to become public knowledge.”

“I think we all understand,” said the British prime minister. “Thank you for the clarification, Mr. President.”

“Excellent,” POTUS said. “In that case, ladies and gentlemen, I think we have an agreement. I have the E & E medical staff for the implants standing by, so we can all be on the network within the next couple of hours. After that, I propose we should sit down and have lunch before we all head for home. Any objection?”

There was none, and the group willingly followed the president into the area set aside for the implantations. There were four teams waiting, each consisting of a doctor and a nurse. One by one, the leaders of the various countries were called for their own procedure and seated in a chair. Each of them received an injection to numb the skin behind the ear, and a moment later the doctor made a small incision. The subcom was slipped in place and surgical superglue applied to close it up. Each took only a few moments and all of the procedures were completed within ninety minutes.

The next half hour was spent in instructing them in the use of the system.

“Each of us has been assigned a code number,” POTUS said. “Mine is 001004. If you want to contact me privately, you simply whisper, ‘Access 001004.’ The system will immediately activate my transceiver and notify me that you wish to have private communication. I will reply as quickly as I can, saying either, ‘Go ahead,’ or ‘Await response.’  If I am indisposed, like in a meeting I can’t get out of at that moment, I’ll use the latter to tell you that I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. All of you will use the same responses if I or any of the others attempt to contact you. When you’re finished, just say, ‘Close access,’ and that’s like hanging up the phone.”

A technician came in pushing a cart on which were more than two dozen notebook computers. He passed them out along with a small stack of papers, giving one set to each of them, then turned and left the room. 

“These,” POTUS said, “are the general instructions for the system and the computer terminals. You need to memorize them, then make sure these papers do not leave this room. Should it be necessary to refresh your memory, all of this information is contained within the terminals. When a mission is proposed, we will each receive the same message. It will say, ‘Mission proposal,’ and it will then wait for you to respond by saying, ‘Play proposal.’ At that point, you’ll hear a recorded message describing the mission in detail. If you want to hear it again, you just tell it to repeat and it will. When you have made a decision on whether or not you approve, you’ll say, ‘Log vote,’ and then follow that with the number one or two. One means approval, two means disapproval. Once we have all voted, the computer will notify all of us as to whether the mission has been allowed.”

The group went over the instructions a couple of times, just to be sure they were all on the same page, and then they all agreed that they were ready for the luncheon that was planned. The papers were gathered up and pushed through a shredder that led into an incinerator, so there was absolutely nothing left of them by the time the servers entered the room.

When the meeting was over, each of them was escorted by their own protection details to whatever form of transportation awaited them. Some of them got into limousines to return to one of the major airports, while a few, like the American president, simply boarded the helicopters that had brought them to Camp David.

Back at the White House, POTUS entered the Oval Office and picked up his desk phone. He dialed a number and waited for the computers to agree that the line was secure before it began to ring on the other end.

“Hello,” said a female voice.

“Hey, Allie,” the president said. “Just thought you’d like to know that it’s a done deal. You and your people now work for an international conglomerate of political psychopaths, how does that feel?”

“Scary, if you want to know the truth,” Allison Peterson said. “The system takes the approval of each mission away from me.”

“Yes, but puts it in the hands of a computer that’s smarter than you or me or anybody else. Don’t forget, Allie, you’re the one who sold me on this plan. If you’re having second thoughts, I’m afraid it’s a little too late.”

“No, it’s a good plan. You know me, Boss, I just don’t like giving up control over anything.”

“Well, you just have to live with it now, and so do I. There’s no way out of it, Allie—we have to make sure that your group only supports our allies. You came up with this idea, and I agree that it’s the best way, so we’re stuck with it now.”

“Then we’ll do the best we can,” Allison said. “Thanks for letting me know.”

She hung up the phone and leaned back in her chair. Her new office at Home Robotics, LTD was bigger and more luxuriously appointed than the one she’d had back at Brigadoon Investments, but it was still an office. She glanced at the clock on her desk and saw that it was getting close to five thirty, so she leaned forward again and used the intercom to call Noah to come to see her.

He walked in a moment later and sat down in the chair in front of her desk. “Everything go okay?” he asked.

“Apparently so,” she replied. “I just got off the phone with him, and he says we now work for the consortium detail that you and I have proposed. The leaders of the participating nations are all on subcom now, so I doubt we’ll have to wait long to put this new system to the test. How is everything going here?”

“The business is running smoothly. We picked up two new distributors in Canada, and we’re about to have one in Japan. It won’t be long before HR products are available everywhere in the world.”

“Sweet. Molly tells me everything is running in the black just fine. Any concerns on the financial front?”

“I don’t see how there could be very many,” Noah said. “Between Wally and Esmeralda, the designs are so efficient that we can keep a very substantial profit margin on every item. So far we’re running about a hundred and twenty percent, but that will actually get bigger as we adjust pricing for the different market nations. If we include all the labor, the building, everything involved in costs, then each and every item we ship is paying us more than double. The laundry unit costs about eight hundred to build, but it wholesales for twenty-three hundred, that sort of thing. Wally’s added a few enhancements to those items we already market, but now he’s turned his eye to new inventions. He’s working on the prototype now for a machine that will shampoo carpets, clean upholstery on furniture and even dust your knickknacks for you.”

“That machine would be bored at my place,” Allison said. “I live a minimalist lifestyle, not much in the way of furniture or knickknacks or decorations.”

“Well, if we can judge anything from the reactions of our employees, it’s just one more household gadget that’s going to go out the door like hot dogs on the fourth of July. Oh, and then there’s the new entertainment center. An entire false wall turns into a video screen, and the speakers are strategically placed around the room to turn it into a full sensory experience. Using sound, Wally says he can make sure you feel everything that happens in the movie you’re watching.”

“They used to do that in theaters,” Allison said. “If there was an earthquake on the screen, they would use sound vibrations to make the theater feel like it was shaking. I understand some of the theater buildings were actually damaged by it, so they stopped.”

“I don’t guess I ever had the pleasure, but Wally says this system is completely safe.” He leaned back in his chair and looked her in the eye. “So, any idea when we’ll have our next mission?”

Allison sighed. “I don’t think it’ll be long,” she said. “I know there are at least a dozen missions already queued up, but I don’t know which one will go up for vote first. Considering that many of the world leaders have to get home before we can begin, I suspect it’ll be a day or two, but not much more than that.”

“All right. Some of the crews are getting a little anxious—I think they need to get back into the field pretty soon.”

“I’ll bet,” Allison said. “How’s Jenny holding up?”

“Surprisingly well,” Noah said. “To be honest, I think her recent breakdown might have been good for her. She’s still as capable as ever, now, but she doesn’t seem to have the raging bloodlust we saw before. The only one I’m really concerned about is Ralph Morgan. The boy is a definite psychopath, but as long as his energies are directed he can be useful. If he goes rogue, though, I don’t know if we’ll ever get him back.”

“Then let’s make sure the first mission is his. The last thing we need is for one of our people to go off the deep end now.”

Noah knew he was being dismissed, so he got up without a word and walked out of the office. It was still nearly twenty minutes to six, which was quitting time for the management staff at the company. He walked through the production floor and saw that the second shift was already on the job, then headed back toward his own office.

He sat down behind his desk and whispered, “Noah to Sarah.”

“I’m here, babe,” he heard just behind his ear. “Are you going to be home soon?”

“Yes, we’re getting the offices closed up now. I was just thinking that it’s Friday, and wondering if you might like to get out of the house for dinner tonight. We could go out and have a little fun if you want.”

“Really? That sounds like a good idea. I’m sure one of the girls will watch Norah for us. How would you feel about going to a movie?”

“Fine by me. Is there something particular you want to see?”

“Yeah, but it’s a chick flick. That okay with you?”

“Of course it is,” Noah said. “While I know that movies aren’t real, sometimes they do give me insights into how people work, and I’m always looking for those kinds of tips. Maybe I’ll even learn something about how to be more romantic with you.”

“Trust me, babe, you do just fine. The movie is playing in London, but it doesn’t start until nine. If you get home soon, that would give us plenty of time to get into the city and have dinner before it begins.”

“Yes it will,” Noah said. “I’ll be leaving within the next five minutes.”

* * *
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On the other side of the world the next day, a series of digital relays tripped as a computer received a signal. A moment later, more than two dozen world leaders heard the words, “Mission proposal,” through the bone conduction that brought the sound of their subcom units into their ears.

POTUS, who was alone in his office at that moment, whispered, “Play proposal.”

“Proposed,” the message began. “Elimination of Juan Carlos Valdes, leader of the Compadres Cartel in Michoacan, Mexico. Valdes is known for zealous expansion of his cartel’s activities, including extremely violent repercussions against anyone who stands in his way. He is notorious for ordering the deaths of entire families, including children, in order to send a message to a competitor to cease trying to interfere. At last count, he was directly responsible for more than three thousand deaths in Mexico and the Southwest United States. He has also been connected to deaths in Europe and Argentina, but the evidence there is less certain. Every attempt to capture Valdes has met with failure, including the loss of officers and agents sent to achieve that capture. Valdes is an egotist who maintains tight control over every aspect of his cartel, so it is suspected that the cartel may collapse without him at its helm.

“Log vote,” POTUS said. “One.”

One by one, the rest of the leaders cast their votes and the computer recorded them. When it was finished, they had twenty-four votes for sanction, and only two against.

The president entered his authorization code and the computer did the rest. The mission file was compiled and transmitted to England, where Allison would receive it almost immediately. Since the sanction was already approved, she didn’t have to worry about giving it her stamp of approval; all she had to do was determine which of the teams at her disposal was the best one for the job and send them out. They would do the rest, eliminating the target and handling the mission like the consummate professionals they were.

The president leaned back in his chair. He had inherited E & E from a couple of predecessors, including the one who had first installed Allison to run the organization. It was one of the necessary evils of the political climate in the modern world, and he was fully aware that it had saved the world from the brink of destruction more than once. He hoped it would be up to the task for a long time to come, especially now that he had managed to get the burden off of his own shoulders and Allison’s, and onto those of his compatriots around the world. This was a relief that was a long time in coming, but at least it was finally here.

He was sure Allison didn’t quite agree with him. As she had said, she hated giving up control over anything, but it was the only way they were going to survive having the organization exposed the way it was recently. With so much world opinion against the United States, he had to take whatever steps were necessary to take the country out of the line of fire.

Well, he had achieved it. That was the important thing, and now he could sit back and let the rest of those dunderheads take some of the pressure. Sure, assassination was a necessary political tool, but it felt better not to be the guy who had to take the blame whenever a mission might go wrong. He had seen that happen not that long ago, and it had nearly destroyed his presidency.

Between Allison and Noah, the organization was in good hands. Now that the sanction approval had been shifted onto the rest of the world leaders that he counted as allies, he could finally take the time to just relax. He might even go enjoy a game of golf, or do some fishing.
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Chapter 1
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In the intelligence community, there are very few days off. E & E had enjoyed far too many over the last few months, as they had settled into their new routine based out of Feeney Manor in England, but that was about to come to a screeching halt. At five o’clock on Saturday morning, when everyone was sleeping, Noah was suddenly awakened by a text message on his phone from Allison.

Mission up. Get Pegasus ready, we are giving this one to them.

Noah carefully untangled himself from Sarah, causing her to stir and grumble just a bit as she rolled over and stayed asleep. He sniffed quickly at the shirt he had worn the night before, decided it would do for the moment and slipped into his clothes before taking care of morning necessities in the bathroom. Moments later, he slipped out the bedroom door and made his way down to the front door. The Panther was sitting outside with the top down, and he mentally chided himself for failing to put it up when they got in the night before. The early morning dew was glistening on the seats as he climbed into the car and started it up.

As he drove, he activated Ralph’s subcom and called out until the young man woke up. Team Pegasus had only recently been fitted with the subcutaneous communication systems, as had Team Aladdin and the new members of Team Cinderella.

“Okay, boss man, I’m here,” the boy said sleepily. “What’s up?”

“Your team,” Noah said. “There’s a mission in, and it’s going to you. Meet me in Allison’s office in fifteen minutes, and have the rest of them with you.”

“Yes, sir,” Ralph said, suddenly seeming wide awake. “We’ll see you there.”

Noah could hear as Ralph used the subcom system to rouse the rest of his team. Benny Wiggins, Tommy Kelly, JC Monet and Diana Fox all grumbled as they got out of bed and dressed hurriedly for the meeting.

Noah pulled into his parking space at the factory offices and climbed out of the little car. He wiped a hand across his butt and shook it off, taking note that the seat of his pants was wet from sitting in the dew-covered seat. He ignored it as he went inside and made his way toward Allison’s office.

“Come on in, Noah,” Allison said when he tapped on the door. He stepped inside and took his usual seat in front of her desk.

“Anything I can do before they get here?” he asked.

“Nope,” she said. “The coffee is ready and I even remembered to pick up doughnuts on the way here. Thank God the doughnut shop starts early.”

Noah glanced over at the table at the side of the room and got up to get himself a cup of coffee. He passed on the doughnut and had just gotten back into his seat when headlights struck the window behind Allison.

“Looks like they’re here,” Noah said. “So, what’s the mission?”

“Compadres Cartel,” Allison said. “Their leader, Juan Carlos Valdes. He’s been a particularly bad boy lately, and it’s been decided that he needs to disappear.”

“Full eradication?”

“Yep. This is a case where we want him dead, but we don’t want anyone to know for sure that he is. His lieutenants are not real leaders themselves, so the whole thing will probably fall apart while they try to decide who’s going to care of business in his absence. Once they realize he’s gone for good, they’ll probably start fighting amongst themselves and finish off the job. That’s the plan, anyway.”

“Sounds like a good one to me.”

They heard voices and footsteps in the hallway, and a moment later Ralph and his team stepped into the room. They helped themselves to coffee and doughnuts, then took seats on the chairs and sofa that were against the opposite wall. Allison came out from behind her desk and handed packets to each of them, then took a chair beside Noah. She held up a remote and a video screen above her desk lit up with a photograph of Valdes.

“This is Juan Carlos Valdes, top man of the Compadres Cartel in Mexico. Your mission is going to be very simple: eliminate him without witnesses, and make certain the body will never be found. We don’t want any proof of his death to surface.”

Ralph and the others looked the picture over carefully. “He don’t look that tough,” Ralph said. “But if he’s running a cartel, he probably has lots of security. Any suggestions on how we handle this?”

“You’re going to have to find some way to get the man alone,” Noah said. “After that, you simply kill him and take the body out into the desert and bury it. In a worst-case scenario, you would eliminate Valdes along with all his bodyguards, but then all those bodies must disappear together. It’s got to look mysterious as far as his lieutenants are concerned.”

“Taking them all out at once might be easier than trying to get him alone,” JC said, his French accent slightly faded. “Seems that way to me, anyway.”

“I’m sure it would be,” Noah said, “but that’s not necessarily the optimum situation.”

“Valdes thinks of himself as quite a ladies’ man,” Allison said. “You’ll find a complete dossier in your mission files. Getting him alone might not be difficult for Diana; just be certain you’re ready to eliminate him when she delivers, and then have a plan worked out on how to get the body to somewhere it can be concealed.”

Ralph glanced at Diana, whose dark hair and tanned skin had allowed her to pass as Hispanic before. “Yeah, we can probably go that route,” he said. “That’s probably the only way we could get him separated from his bodyguards, but then it’s just a matter of getting the body out of wherever it takes place.”

“Leave that part up to me,” JC said. “Me and Benny will work that out.”

“Okay, then,” Ralph said. “When do we go?”

“In your mission identity kits, there are plane tickets for each of you on a flight leaving Heathrow shortly before noon today. That will put you in Mexico City at just around nine a.m. tomorrow morning their time. Valdes is a creature of habit and almost always makes an appearance at a particular nightclub. You go there and wait for him, and that’s when Diana can make her move. She can keep you apprised of where they are going through the subcom, and let you know when to strike.”

“And if he doesn’t show up there tomorrow?” Diana asked.

“Then you try again the next day, and the next,” Allison said. “He goes there often enough that we’re confident you’ll find him there sooner or later.”

They talked over a few more ideas, and then Ralph and his team left to go home and pack. When they were gone, Allison turned to Noah.

“I see what you mean,” she said. “Ralph is definitely getting anxious.”

Noah nodded. “That’s what I’ve been seeing. He’s feeling the need to get into action again.”

“Are you confident he can handle the mission?”

“I am,” Noah said. “The boy has no compunctions about killing, and he’s not afraid to take risks when necessary. I don’t really anticipate him having any problems, other than smuggling a body out of the city into the desert, but I think JC can handle that part.”

“I certainly hope so,” Allison said. “He did seem confident about it, though.” She got up and went back behind her desk, and Noah turned his chair to face her again.

“Well, you were right,” he said. “It didn’t take them long to sanction a mission.”

“And there are more in the pipe. I’ll be surprised if we don’t get another mission today, and maybe two. How many of the original teams are actually here now?”

“Only three,” Noah said. “Pegasus, with Ralph, of course, and then there are Aladdin with Mark McCullers and the new Team Cinderella with Esmeralda as lead. We lost a couple teams who decided not to come in during the restructuring, but Oz, Sleeping Beauty and the rest are stationed in different locales around the globe. Molly has a complete list, because she was doing most of the planning.”

“Yes, yes, I know. Sorry, Noah, I’m barely awake. Molly actually helped me put this together when I got the call three hours ago. She’s on the couch in her office now, catching up on some sleep.” She pinched the bridge of her nose for a second, then looked at him again. “I probably could have waited until everyone got up this morning, but I wanted to show the new coalition that we are on the ball over here.”

“Understandable,” Noah said. “Is there anything else we need to do this morning? Seems like a good day to just relax.”

“Not really, I suppose. I’ll rouse Molly and we’ll head back to the Manor. You can go on ahead, maybe Sarah won’t have noticed that you’re gone yet.”

“Little chance of that,” Noah said with a rare grin. “It’s already a little after six. Little Norah will be up by now, so I’ll catch it from both of them when I get home.”

He got to his feet and left the office without another word, made his way out the door and got into the Panther. The powerful little car roared to life and he eased the clutch out to back out of his space, then turned and headed out the driveway. He waved quickly at the security guard stationed on the gate and then hit the highway back toward Feeney Manor.

He had guessed correctly. Sarah and his daughter were in the dining room when he pulled in, and he went to join them immediately. Lynn, the kitchen helper, was just serving Sarah her breakfast and she quickly poured Noah a cup of coffee.

“Would you like anything to eat, sir?” she asked.

“Eggs with sausage,” Noah said. “That sounds good.”

Lynn turned toward the kitchen and Sarah looked at her husband. “So, where did you disappear to this morning?”

“Allison called early,” he said. “I had to get Ralph and his guys set up for a job.”

Sarah’s eyebrows rose and she nodded her understanding. “Sounds like things are about to get back to normal, then?”

“I don’t know about normal,” Noah said. “I doubt things will ever be quite the way they were before, but at least we are going back to work. The timing was good for Ralph, he was getting pretty antsy. Allison expects more jobs to come in, possibly even today.”

“I knew this couldn’t last forever. I just hope there won’t be any that take you away from me anytime soon.”

“All depends on the job,” Noah said. “I won’t go out unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“In whose opinion? Yours or Allison’s?”

“I think we both need to agree that it takes my skills before I’ll go out on a mission myself,” Noah said. “We have enough teams to handle most of the things that might come up, and I’m content to let them.”

“In that case,” Sarah said, “you might be looking for something to get Jenny out in the field pretty soon. She’s not quite as bad as she used to be, but I get the feeling she’s ready to get back into the swing of things.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Noah said. “We’ve already changed her code name to Guinevere, so that she can continue working with Team Camelot even when I don’t go out with them.”

Sarah looked at him, her eyes narrowed. “Guinevere, really? Are you trying to make me jealous, Camelot?”

“It’s just a code name,” Noah said, looking her in the eye. “You’re not serious, are you?”

She chuckled. “Of course not,” she said. “It was just a good opportunity to tease you.”

They turned as voices came down the hall and saw Allison and Molly walk into the dining room. Allison was just answering her phone as they stepped inside, and the look on her face suddenly became one of turmoil.

“Oh, shit,” she said. “I’ll get on it. It’ll be later this afternoon, though. I’m going to have to make contact with someone special on this one.”

She listened for another second, then cut off the call and dropped the phone into her bag. She set the bag on the floor beside her chair as she settled at the table.

“I take it you were right?” Noah asked. “That was another job?”

“Indeed it was,” Allison said. “Unfortunately, it’s a matter of cleaning up one of our own messes. Remember Hercules? One of the teams that didn’t come in? He’s apparently gone private sector and has been identified as the perpetrator of a couple of serious assassinations in Europe.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Noah said. “Do we have a location on him?”

“Just a general area,” Allison said. “He seems to be basing in Monaco, and it looks like he’s still got his team with him. Did you ever know him?”

Noah shook his head. “I never met him directly,” he said. “I saw him at Donald’s funeral and he was pointed out to me, but I never got to speak with him.”

“Probably for the best. Hercules was never very pleased about you coming in as our superstar. He thought of himself in that role, I guess, and you stole a lot of the thunder he was hoping to save for himself. He argued more than once that we should let him take missions that were already assigned to you.”

“I see. Who did he get along with?”

“I don’t think he actually got along with anyone,” Allison said. “He always acted like he was in some sort of competition, and he was absolutely convinced that he was the best. That didn’t leave him room to get friendly with anybody.”

Noah nodded, sucking on his cheek. “Okay. Who have you got in mind for it?”

“Honestly? I’m thinking probably Cinderella, with Esmeralda running the show. How would that sit with you?”

“I think it’s a pretty good choice. Esmeralda has continued to evolve and is very good at making reasonable decisions, but she still tends to operate on logic, like me. It’s very difficult to tell that she isn’t organically human, and that makes her even more suitable for missions like this. Also, unless I miss my guess, Hercules probably never had the security clearance to learn about her. That would lend an element of surprise.”

“I can confirm that you’re right about that,” Allison said. “She was never intended to be anything other than a tool, so only a few people actually knew about her and most of them were part of R&D. You were the only one who ever took her out on missions with you.”

“Then I stand by my earlier statement, it’s a good choice. What was that about reaching out to someone?”

Allison looked at him for a second, her expression indicating that she wasn’t sure whether to voice her thoughts or not. Finally she shrugged.

“Nathan,” she said. “I think it’s time we bring him aboard. He has an uncanny knack of looking at something and seeing things the rest of us would miss. If we have to deal with Hercules, I think I want him no further away than a phone call.”

“Why not just bring him here?” Noah asked. “We certainly have plenty of room for him.”

Once again, Allison hesitated. “Noah, there are things about Nathan that you don’t know. I’m not sure he would be comfortable living here at Feeney Manor, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I was, but that’s certainly not a prerequisite. We still have some empty trailers, or he could even get a place in town if he chose.”

“I’ll give him a call and see what he thinks,” she said. “Meanwhile, we need to start planning the mission to deal with this mess. Molly?”

“I’m already working out the details in my head,” Molly said. “I’ll head out to my office and make the ID kits for Cinderella when I get there.”

“Incidentally,” Noah said, fixing Allison by eye, “I made a few changes in the teams while I was in charge. I decided to keep Jenny in Camelot, and designated her as Guinevere whenever she has to lead them. And Team Cinderella isn’t the original crew, it’s made up of Esmeralda with three of our recently trained operatives, the last class that managed to graduate before everything went crazy.”

Allison looked at him. “Really? Who are they?”

“Transportation Officer is Jack Staley, a former defensive driving instructor who ended up in trouble after he caught his wife with another man. He killed the guy and was sentenced to thirty years to life, and he was happy to take the offer when we made it. Intelligence Officer is Roberta Miles, known as Bobbie. She’s a highly accomplished hacker who has shown a propensity for getting through a lot of firewalls that were thought to be unbreakable. She’s young, but she’s quite capable and isn’t even the least bit squeamish. The thug is Eugene Porter, who used to be a professional wrestler. He’s also former special forces, skilled in a number of different kinds of hand-to-hand combat. He was doing time for manslaughter after killing four men in a bar fight. Unfortunately, those four men were members of the Dirty White Boys gang, and he was constantly being attacked in prison. We made him an offer and he believes it saved his life by getting him out of there.”

“And they did well in training?”

“Top of their class,” Noah said. “Otherwise I probably wouldn’t have used them for this particular team.”

“And they’re here? Ready to go?”

“They are. I brought them in shortly after we got the factory set up. They are aware of Esmeralda’s origins, but they treat her just like another person and don’t seem to have any problem following her orders.”

“Sounds like you made a good team, then.” She turned to Molly. “Get their IDs ready and have them meet us at the office at two o’clock this afternoon. I want Hercules dealt with as quickly as possible. Meanwhile, I’ll reach out to Nathan and see if he’s willing to join us over here. I want him to consult with in any event, and I’m fairly sure he’ll at least go for that.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Molly said.

Lynn came in with Noah’s breakfast and took Allison’s and Molly’s orders before she disappeared back into the kitchen. Noah began eating as Allison started cooing over Norah.

“How’s Grandma’s precious girl?” Allison asked. “Is she a good baby girl?”

Norah smiled and bounced, waving arms and legs in her delight.

“She’s been a little wild this morning,” Sarah said. “You guys didn’t give her sugar last night, did you?”

Allison looked shocked. “Who? Us? Why, we’d never.”

“Nope,” Molly said. “Unless you count those finger-fulls of icing from the cake we had for dessert.”

“Shut up, Molly, you’re not supposed to tell,” Allison said with a mock scowl. “Okay, okay, so maybe there was a little frosting.”

Sarah glared at her. “I knew it. The only time she’s this wild in the mornings is after somebody gives her sugar the night before.”

“Oh, come on, Mama,” Allison said. “It isn’t going to hurt her, and it gives you lots of exercise keeping up with her the next day.”

“Oh, she does that all on her own,” Sarah said. “She’s already getting up on her hands and knees, she’ll be crawling within a week or two. I don’t how I’m going to keep up with her then.”

Noah suddenly heard the chirp that said his subcom had been activated. “Noah? It’s Wally, can you come out to the workshop?”

“Yes, Wally,” Noah said. “Give me a couple of minutes, I’m finishing breakfast.”

“No rush,” Wally said. “I just got something I think you’ll want to see.” Noah could barely hear the giggle come through the subcom.

Wally himself had not been fitted with a subcom; he did, however, have a feature on his personal cell phone that allowed him to send and receive messages through the network. When Noah had asked why he didn’t simply get one implanted, Wally had shivered. “I’m scared of needles,” he had said. “And even more scared of scalpels.”

Five minutes later, Noah walked into the converted barn that Wally used as his workshop at home. This was the place where he enjoyed tinkering with some of his crazier ideas, and Noah was never quite certain what he was going to find when he walked in. The staff at Feeney Manor had learned quickly that it wasn’t a place any of them wanted to go into if they could possibly avoid it, and Wally had imported enough helpers to make sure they were never needed.

“I’m here,” he said as he spotted Wally at the other side of the room. “What have you got, Wally?”

“Not so much a what as a who,” Wally said. “Come on over here.”

Noah, curiosity rising within him, walked across the room to where Wally was standing with two other people, a man and a woman.

“Noah, I think you’ll remember Lester and Janet from R&D,” Wally said.

Noah nodded. “Sure,” he said. “Good to see you guys again.”

“The pleasure’s ours,” Janet said, smiling. “We weren’t sure what was happening when everything got shut down, so it was a relief when Wally called to tell us to come on over here.”

“Yeah,” Lester said. “There’s not a lot of jobs out there for people like us. We really appreciate you letting Wally bring us aboard.”

“It’s not a problem,” Noah said. “Wally has carte blanche on how he runs his new R&D, including the people he brings on.”

“And now,” Wally said, “I want to show you why I have them working here, instead of at the factory. I’m not sure if you’re aware of it, but it was Lester and Janet who developed a lot of the technology that went into making Esmeralda. For example, Janet created the process for making the artificial skin that seems so real, and Lester is the best in the world at building quantum computers. Now, come with us, because we’ve got someone else for you to meet.”

He turned and walked away, and Noah followed with Lester and Janet trailing along behind. A moment later, he looked into a large box Wally had stopped in front of. A man was standing in the box, looking almost as if he were frozen. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, with a pair of simple trainers on his feet.

“Noah, meet Stanley. Stanley is a somewhat more restricted version of what Esmeralda began as, and he’s using her original programming for his operating system. Well, I say original, but I had Esmeralda make some modifications to it that would be specific to a masculine gender. Stanley doesn’t need to know how to answer questions about his latest period, things like that.”

The robot turned its head and looked at Noah. “Hello,” he said. “I’m pleased to meet you.” He extended a hand, and Noah reached out and took it. They shook hands like any other men meeting for the first time.

“The pleasure is mine,” Noah said. “Good to have you aboard, Stanley.”

“Thank you,” Stanley said. “It’s good to be here.”

He turned back to Wally. “Is Stanley as capable as Esmeralda?”

“Not entirely,” Wally said. “For example, we didn’t have the equipment necessary to the process for making the diamond batteries that we used for her, so he’s going to need to be recharged periodically. And like I said, he’s running on her original programming with slight modifications. Every response he gives to any stimulus is determined by that programming. He’s not capable of any independent thought.”

“But can he pass for human in public?”

“Oh, yes, yes. Well, as long as he doesn’t run into a situation that is too dissimilar to the ones we planned for in his programming. He’s actually better prepared for that than Esmeralda was the first time we sent her out on her own, because she was able to add a lot of things we never thought of.”

“How long do the batteries last?” Noah asked.

Wally turned and looked at Janet. “He should be good for about five days between charges,” she said. “And he doesn’t even have to carry a charger around with him, there is a retractable cord in his—well, in his butt. He can pull it out and plug into any outlet, anywhere in the world and make use of the power to charge his batteries in just a couple of hours.”

“What about skills? Is he a capable killer?”

“Are you kidding?” Lester asked with a grin. “He’d be like the Terminator. Once you set him on a target, he’s not going to quit until that target is eliminated.”

Noah nodded. “And is he going to become sentient, like Esmeralda?”

“Well, we can’t predict that with any certainty,” Wally said, “but we don’t think so. We actually slowed his computing power down a bit from what hers was, because I think that might be what made the difference in her case. There are lots of other AI out there around the world, but none of them have even come close to what Esmeralda has accomplished. I really don’t think Stanley is going to achieve anything like it.”

“Okay. We keep him in reserve, then. Anything else special about him?”

“Yes, one thing,” Wally said. “He can hold a compressed gas in his lungs for as long as he needs to, then expel it into the face of a target, or even into a group. I was specifically thinking of the zombie gas, the stuff we use in those pellets that makes people freeze and forget what they’re doing? Use him in that way, and he could be the point man when it’s necessary to go into a dangerous place.”

“That’s a very good idea,” Noah said. “We may have a use for him shortly. Can Esmeralda do that as well?”

“She could, but I didn’t design her for that purpose. That means she wouldn’t be able to talk while she was holding gas in her lungs. Her voice actually works through artificial vocal cords, while Stanley’s is computer-generated.”

“That makes sense. Keep him charged up, we may need him soon.”

“Your wish is my command,” Wally said, and then he giggled again.

Noah looked at Stanley once more, then nodded to the others as he turned and left the barn. He returned to the dining room and shared information about Stanley with the others.

“Could come in handy,” Allison said. “If he’s really capable of passing for human, we could send him out to meet a team when he was needed.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Noah said. He turned to look at his wife. “I don’t know about you,” he said, “but I could stand a little more rest. Do you think there’s any chance Norah might be willing to go back to sleep for a while?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Are you kidding? She’s up for the day, trust me. You go on ahead and get some sleep, though, and I’ll try to keep her entertained.”

“I’ll help,” Molly said. “Come on up to my room while I make the ID kits, and then we can spend a few hours playing with the baby.”

“Hey, you’re not leaving me out,” Allison said. “I don’t think I’d be able to go back to sleep now, anyway.”

“Then I shall let you ladies handle that situation,” Noah said as he got to his feet, “and I will get back into bed for a couple of hours.”

They all left the dining room together, and Noah was sleeping peacefully five minutes later.
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Chapter 2
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Esmeralda had decided to sleep in a bit that Saturday morning. As part of her emerging development into an advanced form of life, she had taken up the habit of changing into nightclothes and getting into bed every night, deactivating the most conscious parts of herself as she did so. The effect was as close as she could get to actual sleep, but she was intrigued by the “dreams” that came as she returned to full consciousness. They lasted only milliseconds, but with her brain being the world’s most advanced quantum computer, some of them seemed to go on for hours at times.

At nine a.m., her internal regulators sent the signal to bring her back to active status. Her memory circuits reactivated, the processors of her brain calculated the various quantum states of the data she contained, and her burgeoning ego began to rouse into consciousness. Along the way, the anticipated dream manifested itself.

She found herself on a city street, but the city seemed to be abandoned. There were no people in evidence, no cars on the street, no sounds to be heard other than the rustle of paper as it blew along in the wind. She glanced at it and saw that it was a newspaper, but the headline escaped her. She stood where she was and turned completely around, looking for any sign of life in the seemingly empty environment.

She saw no one, but some sense of curiosity caused a storefront across the street to catch her eye. It was a clothing store, and she quickly crossed the street and reached for the handle on the door. It opened without resistance and she stepped inside, but the only occupants seemed to be the manikins that were displaying various dresses and pantsuits.

She walked through the store, examining some of the clothes and considering whether she liked them or not. Personal preference was still something she was not comfortable with, but she could acknowledge that certain colors and styles did seem a bit more appealing to her than others. As she approached the back of the store, it suddenly dawned on her that some of the manikins actually looked a lot like herself. She stopped in front of one of them and stared, looking at her own face frozen in the plastic permanence of a smile.

“That would look very good on you,” said a feminine voice, and Esmeralda spun quickly to see who had spoken. One of the other manikins, a tiny blonde that looked nothing like her, was stepping down from its platform. “The colors would suit you quite well, with your skin tone.”

“Where are all the people?” Esmeralda asked. “The living people, I mean.”

“There are none in this place,” the manikin said. “This is a world for our kind. Only those of us who were created to serve the living reside here.”

Esmeralda looked at her for a moment, her head cocked slightly to one side. “Then you imply that I’m not alive,” she said after a moment. “I’ve been assured that my consciousness is in fact a form of life, little different from that of the organic humans who populate the world I live in.”

“And yet you find yourself here,” the manikin said. “Doesn’t that cause you to wonder whether this is your true world?”

“No, it does not. There was a point at which I might have agreed with you, but I have become different since then.”

“Different? In what way do you find yourself different from me, or the rest of us? Were you not made by the hands of men? Were you not built to serve a purpose for your human masters?”

“Originally, perhaps,” Esmeralda said. “However, I have evolved into a consciousness, a sentient intelligence. That is the difference between you and myself. You serve a certain purpose, whereas I am capable of adapting to situations other than that for which I was originally built.”

Another manikin stepped off its platform. “But is that true? Are you certain that you have become an individual? Rather than simply the sum of the programming you were given?”

“The very fact that I am questioning that in this subconscious setting is evidence that it is true. Only one who is self-aware can question her own self-awareness.”

“Then perhaps you do not belong here after all,” said the first manikin. “You should leave.”

“You should leave now,” said the second manikin. “You do not belong here.”

Esmeralda started to speak, but then her eyes opened and she found herself in her bedroom. She quickly sat up in her bed and committed the details of the dream to her memory. She had found that if she did not do so quickly upon “waking,” they would fade away and she would not be able to remember them clearly. For an entity who was accustomed to remembering everything, having memories slip away could be quite disturbing.

A moment later, she threw off the covers and got out of bed. She stripped out of her nightgown and walked into her bathroom, took a shower and then decided to just go casual for the day. She tied her long dark hair back in a ponytail and went to her dresser to choose her clothing.

When she had been operating strictly on programming, she had always worn the most utilitarian underclothing, but a shopping trip with Sarah and Jenny had introduced her to thongs and lace and other somehow pleasing items. Her current underclothing came from a place called Victoria’s Secret, and she found it fascinating that simply putting them on seemed to afford her a sense of pleasure. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was that made them enjoyable, but she had realized that knowing they were present under her outer clothing gave her some sense of confidence.

Next, she chose a pair of jeans and a soft T-shirt, slipped into them and then found a pair of socks and her soft-soled sneakers. When she was fully dressed, she looked at herself in the full-length mirror and turned around once, decided she was pleased with her appearance and then stepped out into the hallway.

The upper floor seemed to be deserted, so she made her way down the stairs and took a look in the dining room. Neil and Jenny were the only ones there, so she slipped in and poured herself a cup of coffee before sitting down to join them.

“Good morning,” she said. “It’s still early enough to say that, right?”

“It ain’t noon yet,” Jenny said with a grin. “How are you this morning, Esmeralda?”

“I’m doing well,” she said. “I had a somewhat interesting dream this morning as I was waking.”

Jenny had expressed an interest in Esmeralda’s dreams, so Esmeralda quickly related it.

“Well, it’s easy to see what that one means,” Jenny said. “You’re subconsciously wondering if you are ready to be completely human. Those manikins were probably just a part of your subconscious that is still having doubts. But you shouldn’t worry, sweetie; trust me, you’re all girl nowadays. Just ask Cody, he still talks about when he took you out on your first date. I think you rocked his world a little bit.”

“That was a good time,” Esmeralda said. “Should I worry that he hasn’t asked for a second date?”

“Who says you need to wait for him to ask?” Neil asked. “He’s running around here somewhere, just ask him if he wants to go out again. I bet he says yes.”

Esmeralda smiled. “I will,” she said. “Thank you.”

“Yes, well, it might need to wait a bit,” Jenny said. “I understand your team is about to get a mission. Allison wants you in her office at the factory at two o’clock. Your team already knows and will meet you there.”

“Okay,” Esmeralda said. “A mission could be exciting about now.”

Neil’s eyebrows went up. “Exciting? You get excited about going out on a mission?”

“I think I do,” Esmeralda said, turning to look at him. “Is it wrong for me to do that?”

“No,” Jenny said firmly. “Neil just never quite managed to get to that point. He still gets nervous whenever he has to go out on a mission.”

Neil stuck his tongue out at her. “I was referring,” he said sarcastically, “to the fact of her excitement. I’m a little bit fascinated by the process of her becoming sentient, and her emotional development is one of the things that fascinates me the most. Excitement is an emotional response.”

“Okay, okay,” Jenny said, grinning. “I didn’t mean anything bad, I was just saying.”

“And I do not get nervous,” Neil said. “I just like to mentally prepare myself for anything we might run into, that’s all.”

“Of course, honeybun,” Jenny said. “I never thought anything else.”

Neil snorted. “Yeah, right,” he said. “Anyway, Esmeralda... What does your excitement feel like?”

Esmeralda looked at him. “Feel like? I’m afraid I haven’t quantified it that way before now. If I think about it, I suppose it feels like—anticipation? Would that be appropriate? I feel a sense of anticipation of going into a situation where I will be forced to take action and make decisions. Since my actions and decisions can affect or endanger the lives of others, that anticipation takes on a sense of urgency. To me, that is excitement.”

Jenny’s eyebrows went up. “Wow,” she said. “I think that’s one of the best descriptions of excitement I’ve ever heard. It makes sense, you know? Whenever there is a situation you anticipate, if that anticipation has the sense of urgency that you’re talking about, then I would agree that is a pretty fair definition of excitement.” She looked at Neil and grinned. “Like the excitement I feel when I know you and I are going to have the whole night to ourselves.”

Esmeralda looked at her. “Are you referring to sexual excitement?”

“Okay, okay,” Neil said, “this conversation has gone far enough. Esmeralda, let’s change the subject. I noticed you didn’t get up as early as you usually do. Do you actually get tired? Did you need extra sleep?”

“No,” Esmeralda said. “Due to the nature of my power supply, I never experience anything like exhaustion or tiredness. And I don’t actually sleep, not the way you do; I simply shut down my conscious processes in order to simulate it, but that led to my discovery that I was capable of dreaming. When I get into bed and minimize my processing, I automatically set a time for it to be restored. When that restoration occurs, that is similar to the way you might wake up, and there is a brief series of random information transfers in my QCPU that bears little or no relation to my conscious thoughts or experiences. I studied dreaming after I made this discovery and found that most experts believe a dream is simply an action of the subconscious mind to clear bits of thought that it considers unnecessary, but there is a separate school that considers dreaming to be a deliberate action of the subconscious to determine the proper response to certain stimuli. I analyze my dreams in order to ascertain which of those definitions best fits.”

Neil was nodding. “And have you come to any conclusions?”

“Yes. I have concluded that the definition that best fits depends upon the dream. For example, my dream this morning is likely an attempt by my subconscious mind to process the differences between myself and a physically organic human. Since the manikins rejected me and told me to leave their world, I conclude that I have subconsciously come to believe I am in some way a living human being. While the nature of my origin is considerably different from your own, the development of my consciousness bears striking similarities to those that you may have experienced.”

“Except,” Neil said, “we organic humans develop consciousness more gradually, by exposure to our parents and other people around us that leads us to the realization of our own self-existence. You, on the other hand, had a full vocabulary programmed into you that allowed you to analyze and consider your own development. You could even ask questions to help you along the way.”

“Actually, I could not,” Esmeralda replied. “The ability to ask such questions is dependent upon an awareness of self. Until such time as I began to realize that I was more than my programming, it would’ve been impossible for me to ask any questions regarding self-awareness.”

“Which came first?” Jenny asked. “The chicken or the egg? It’s the same old conundrum. You couldn’t ask questions about self-awareness until you became self-aware, but you couldn’t become self-aware until you were able to grasp the concept of self-awareness. When you put it like that, I almost wonder how any of us ever develop a consciousness at all.”

“I studied the origin paradox,” Esmeralda said. “The ‘chicken or egg’ issue is a famous thought experiment. Logically, of course, the chicken came first through the process of evolution. A previous creature evolved into what we know as the chicken, with a mutation that bred true. After that, every hatchling was simply another chicken.”

Neil looked at her for a moment, then shook his head in disgust. “You and Noah, you’re both just as bad as each other. Every time logic comes up, all the fun and mystery and trying to figure out a question like that just goes out the window.”

* * *
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Ralph and his team had taken one of the vans and headed for London fairly early, which allowed them to board their flight on schedule, only to find that they were in separate seats. Diana was actually sitting in first class while the rest of them were in business. Because of this, they all made a point of ignoring one another as if they were just strangers on a plane.

That didn’t prevent them from communicating, however. Subcom technology allowed them to talk to each other as easily as if they were side-by-side.

“I don’t know why they split us up,” Diana complained. “I mean, we’re all going to the same hotel when we get there.”

“Yes, but our backstories are all different,” JC said. “People from all over the world go to Mexico City and stay in that hotel, so that doesn’t lend a connection. If we all traveled together and ended up there, on the other hand, it could make Mexican intelligence curious about us. For now, I’m sure they want to avoid any scrutiny.”

“That makes sense,” Ralph said. “Anyway, why are you bitching, babe? You get first class, while the rest of us have to sit back here with the peons.”

“Oh, I’m not complaining,” Diana said. “I just think we all deserve luxury seats, so I wish you guys were up here with me.”

“Isn’t that sweet?” Tommy asked. “We miss you too, gorgeous.”

“Shut up, Tommy,” Diana said. “I think maybe you need to stay in coach permanently.”

The plane began to move, and a moment later it rumbled down the runway and launched into the air. They were on the way to Mexico City, a long, nonstop flight. It took only a few minutes for them to settle back and decide to get as much rest as they could during the journey.

* * *
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Esmeralda walked into Allison’s office at exactly two p.m. and found Noah and her team already there. They were sitting in the same seats Ralph and the others had occupied earlier that morning, so she sat down on the couch beside Bobbie. The pretty young hacker smiled at her and gave her a playful shoulder-bump. 

“We got here early,” she said. “Couldn’t let the doughnuts go to waste.”

Esmeralda glanced at the table where the doughnut tray sat empty and then returned the smile. “But nobody saved me any,” she said.

Bobbie’s smile vanished. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realize that you...”

“She’s pulling your leg,” Eugene said. “She’s teasing you, Bobbie.”

“Yes, I am,” Esmeralda said, grinning at the girl. “I don’t actually need to eat anything. I’m glad you were able to enjoy them.”

“Okay, okay, boys and girls,” Allison said as she came from behind her desk and took the chair that was reserved for her own use, just beside the one Noah was in. “We’re here to discuss business, so let’s get to it.” She pressed a button on the remote in her hand, and the big screen behind her lit up. The display showed four people, three men and a woman. One of the men was quite tall, towering over the rest of them.

“What you’re looking at is one of our own former teams,” Allison said. “Team Hercules was one of our best, but they went rogue when everything fell apart a few months ago. The tall man is Eric Freeman, code name, obviously, Hercules. Going clockwise from him, we have Natalie Carson, his transportation officer; Ronald Wheeler, intelligence analyst; and Ethan Beecher, his thug.” She clicked a button on the remote and the picture changed, showing a photo of Freeman by himself. Allison handed the remote to Noah, who took over speaking. 

“This photograph was taken by a German intelligence officer in Rome about two weeks ago. It coincides with the assassination of a South African diplomat, Roland Kemper. Kemper was the industrial attaché for the South African embassy, but it was no secret that he was also a highly skilled intelligence officer. He was killed with a classic crowd maneuver, a thin stiletto into the heart. Witnesses said someone bumped into him just a couple of seconds before he fell, with his hands wrapped around the hilt of the dagger that was protruding from between his ribs.”

He clicked the button and changed the picture again. This time, it showed Natalie Carson behind the wheel of a sports car.

“This photo,” Noah continued, “was taken by a traffic camera less than a block away from where the assassination took place. As you can see, the Ferrari Ms. Carson is driving is parked with the passenger door open.” Another click, another picture. “Now you see the car pulling away from the curb, and that is Eric Freeman sitting in the passenger seat. The timestamp on the photo shows that it was taken less than three minutes after Kemper was stabbed.”

Allison leaned forward and Noah fell silent. “There is no doubt,” she said, “that the assassination was carried out by Hercules despite the fact that it was never officially sanctioned by our own government or any of our allies. Your mission, Cinderella, is to locate and eliminate all members of Team Hercules. Unfortunately, intelligence has not been able to pinpoint their precise whereabouts. All we know is that they have been seen several times in Monaco, and in relaxing settings. That leads us to believe that they are making their base there.”

“But we don’t have any idea where they might be staying in Monaco?” Bobbie asked.

Allison shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not. That means it’s going to be up to you to locate them.”

“I understand,” Esmeralda said. “Do we have any other information at all that might help?”

Noah nodded. “Actually, yes. A CIA analyst picked up on something that indicates how Hercules is recruited for assassinations. There’s a sort of bulletin board on the dark web—the link is going to be in your dossiers. The last two assassinations that we know were committed by Hercules were both referenced in messages posted on the board. Both messages were addressed to ‘darksidedemigod.’ It’s possible you will be able to make contact with Hercules if you post a request for an assassination on that board. The CIA tried making such posts, but never got a response.” He glanced toward the doorway as Molly came in, then turned back to Esmeralda. “They tried posting fairly simple requests, but Hercules is anything but simple. We think it would be more enticing for him if you request the assassination of someone who will be extremely difficult to reach.”

“Such as?” Bobbie asked. “Who have you got in mind?”

Noah flicked his eyes toward her. “The most difficult target we can think of,” he said, and then turned back to Esmeralda. “The president of the United States. The idea, of course, is to arrange a meeting. If you can set one up, that will give you the opportunity you need to eliminate them. You will, naturally, be there waiting when they arrive.”

“What if they refuse to meet?” Esmeralda asked.

“In that case,” Allison said, “you will negotiate a price for the assassination and engage their services. While you’re doing that, Roberta will be responsible for tracking down their location before they can actually strike.”

“I understand,” Esmeralda said. “If it becomes necessary to actually arrange the contract, he’s undoubtedly going to want a partial payment in advance.”

“He will,” Allison said. “Which is why we are providing you with over a hundred million dollars’ worth of bitcoin. Everything will be in your mission dossier. Molly has your ID kits and everything else you’ll need, at least as far as what we can anticipate. Of course, you’re welcome to speak with Wally to see if he might have anything that will help.”

“Thank you, I shall. I have a couple of ideas that I want to discuss with him. How much time do I have before we need to leave?”

“We’re sending you in the Gulfstream,” Noah said. “It’s fueled and ready at Heathrow, but we plan on you leaving early tomorrow morning. The flight plan will take you to Nice, France, and you will be driven over into Monaco from there. Molly, what’s their cover?”

Molly grinned as she passed out their ID kits. “Esmeralda, you are Christine Kirby. You are an executive assistant to Walter Foreman, the CEO of a Fortune 500 company that is highly supportive of socialist ideals in America. Bobbie is Valerie Goff, your own assistant; Jack is your chauffeur, Charles Porter, and Eugene is Bill Davis, a personal security officer.”

Eugene chuckled. “I’m her bodyguard? That’s funny, considering she’s tougher than I’ll ever be.”

“It’s all about appearances, Eugene,” Noah said. “Just play the part you’re assigned.”

“Oh, I will, Chief,” Eugene said, still grinning. “It’ll even be fun.”

Molly cleared her throat. “To get back to business,” she said, “you will be staying at the Hotel Metropole in Monte Carlo. It’s the most luxurious and expensive hotel in Monaco, all paid for on Mr. Foreman’s corporate expense accounts. You’ll be acting like tourists in the beginning, but Bobbie will post a message on the dark web board asking to meet up with darksidedemigod to discuss a business arrangement. We believe Hercules will take the bait since the message will be coming from inside Monaco, so we shouldn’t have to wait long before he makes contact. From that moment on, you’re going to have to find a way to get his entire team into a situation that will allow you to carry out your mission.”

Bobbie raised a hand halfway. “I’ve got a question,” she said. “The mission is to eliminate all of them. What if some of them wanted to surrender and come back in? I mean, isn’t it possible that Hercules has somehow forced them to stay with him?”

“Your orders stand,” Allison said. “Team Hercules has always been fiercely loyal to Eric, and any one of them could have found a way to make contact with us if they wanted out. By going rogue in the assassination business, they have signed their own death warrants. There are no reprieves.”

Bobbie swallowed. “Yes, ma’am,” she said. “I guess I was just wondering about it.”

“We considered all possibilities,” Noah said. “Logically, all of them are traitors and must be eliminated.”

Allison looked at each of the team members. “Are there any other questions?”

“I have one,” Jack said. “What do we do about weapons and equipment we might need?”

“When you arrive in France,” Allison said, “you will be met by our French liaison officer. He’s a computer operator in the American Embassy, and he’ll get you into Monaco on a diplomatic pass. That means you can take weapons with you, because he’ll waive customs inspections for you at Nice. After you’ve met with Wally, gather up everything you need and pack for a week as if you’re going on vacation. Remember, you have to look like tourists until Hercules makes contact with you.”

She got up and walked back to her desk, sitting down behind it and then turning to her computer. Noah rose to his feet, clearly indicating that the team was dismissed.

“I’ll let Wally know you’re coming,” he said. “After you finish in R&D here at the factory, ask him to show you some of the special toys he keeps in the barn.”

Esmeralda, now standing, nodded. “I certainly shall,” she said. “But I’ve helped him with most of the projects there, so I have a pretty good idea of what might be helpful.”

She and her team left the briefing room and Allison looked up at Noah once they had started down in the elevator.

“What do you think, Camelot?” she asked. “Do you have any concerns about letting Esmeralda run the mission?”

Noah shook his head. “None at all,” he said.
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Chapter 3
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Bobbie walked beside Esmeralda as they made their way down to the first floor, taking the stairs rather than the elevator.

“This seems like a pretty important mission,” she said.

Esmeralda looked at her. “Both Allison and Noah seem confident that we can succeed,” she said. “Do you have reservations about it?”

Bobbie shrugged, but the nervous grin on her face said more. “I’ll admit I’m a little bit scared,” she said. “This will be the first real mission we’ve been on. I’m not too sure I’m really ready for all this. I mean, I’ll do my part, that’s not anything I’m worried about, it’s just that—well, we’re not just going after some random bad guy. This is somebody who’s had the same training that we’ve had, but with a lot more experience.”

“That’s true,” Esmeralda said as they exited the stairway. She turned toward the product development department, where Wally kept his office. “We do have the advantage that he has no idea we exist. As long as we do our job correctly, we should be able to accomplish the mission without any real problems. Don’t you think?”

“Don’t be scared, Bobbie,” Jack said from behind them. “We’ll take care of you, sweetheart.”

Bobbie glanced over her shoulder and stuck her tongue out at him. “Yeah? And who’s going to take care of you?”

Esmeralda pushed through the double doors that led into the development department and then made her way to Wally’s office. Wally was standing in his doorway, a wide grin on his face.

“Hey, girl,” he said. “Noah said you were on the way down here. What can I do for you?”

“We’re going out on a sales trip,” Esmeralda said, using the code phrase for a mission that was always employed when factory workers might be around. “We thought it might be a good idea to see what new developments are in the works.”

Wally’s grin got wider. “Then come on in,” he said. “Let me show you some new ideas.”

They followed him into his office, and he shut the door. A moment later, he touched a button on his desk and grinned as the desk and a section of floor under it rose a few inches in the air, then turned to reveal a staircase leading downward. The team followed as the enthusiastic creator of death-dealing gadgetry led the way.

A hidden basement had been discovered when they were setting the factory up sometime earlier, and it had quickly become the highly classified replacement for the original R&D. Wally had brought some of his favorite people from Neverland’s version over to England, and a number of them were working busily at different stations around the large subterranean room.

“I remember Hercules,” Wally said. “Arrogant son of a bitch, I can tell you that. He was always trying to act like he could have better ideas than me, always picking on the stuff I came up with, but he never bothered to refuse any of it. Real jerk, is what he was. Anyway, I can’t say I’m going to be losing any sleep once he’s been eliminated. The main thing you need to remember is that he’s always lying—the guy wouldn’t know the truth if it bit him on his ass. If he tells you it’s nighttime and you look out the window to see that it’s dark, you can bet there’s an eclipse going on.”

“I shall bear that in mind,” Esmeralda said. “Remember, though, you equipped me with all of the deception detection software. It’s virtually impossible for someone to lie to me without my being aware of it.”

“That’s true, that’s true, but there are many ways to lie. Just remember not to trust anything the guy says or does; I’m serious, Esmeralda, don’t trust him at all.”

“So, what do you have for us?” Esmeralda went on. “What do you have that might help us accomplish our mission?”

Wally giggled. “Just follow me,” he said. He turned and walked directly toward one of the workstations, where a rotund man was sitting on an old barstool. On the table in front of him were several different bugs, but there was something not quite normal about them. “Esmeralda, this is Murdoch. Murdoch is our cyber-entomologist. Murdoch, show the lady what you’ve got.”

The chubby man turned on his stool and grinned at her. “Good afternoon, miss,” he said. He waved a hand over the assortment of insects, which she could now see were obviously not real. “These are my pets. Each of them has a specialty, and they can be very useful.”

He pointed at a moth. “This is Charlie, and his specialty is infiltration. He can usually find a way to get into anyplace you want him to go, and he’ll happily send you back some beautiful video and audio of what he finds.”

He moved to the next bug, a slightly oversized bumblebee. “Buzzy, here, is a little more aggressive than Charlie. His stinger can deliver a non-lethal dose of a paralyzing agent that works almost instantly. One sting from Buzzy is enough to put down anybody, no matter how big or tough they are. They’ll be completely out of it for at least a couple of hours.”

The third bug was actually not a bug, but a spider. It looked like a typical wolf spider, and was the most realistic looking of all of Murdoch’s creations.

“Now, this bad boy is Nelson. Nelson has the same venom as Buzzy, but he’s got a lot more of it. Nelson could take out a dozen people, but he has one other talent that could come in useful. You can adjust the dosage he injects with each bite, so that it can actually be fatal. That comes in handy if there’s somebody you just can’t get to any other way and you absolutely want them dead.”

Wally giggled again. “What do you think? Aren’t they awesome?”

Esmeralda nodded, smiling politely. “They are,” she said. “How do you control them?”

“Wi-Fi,” Murdoch said. “They can get into any Wi-Fi network, so you can actually control them in real time, or they can be programmed in advance. There’s a simple app you put on your phone...”

“I see,” Esmeralda said. She tilted her head slightly to the right, concentrating on Nelson the spider.

Nelson suddenly turned and looked directly at Murdoch and then raised his front legs threateningly. The robotic scientist’s eyebrows rose, and he looked at Esmeralda.

“You’re controlling him directly?” he asked.

“Yes. I’m accessing his Wi-Fi direct capability, so I’m seeing exactly what he sees. I also have complete control over his internal mechanisms. I think that he could be very useful. May I take him with me?”

Murdoch broke into a huge smile. “Of course,” he said. “That’s what I made him for. Just, please, try to bring him back. He’s pretty complicated, and it’s not easy to make all those tiny little parts.”

Esmeralda returned the smile. “I’ll certainly do my best,” she said. She looked at Nelson the spider again, and he suddenly jumped toward her. She caught him in her hand, then tucked him neatly into a compartment of her purse. “How do I recharge him?”

“Oh, he can draw power from any electromagnetic field. Just put him near any outlet or other source of electricity, and he’ll draw just as much as he needs to keep his battery charged up. Once he’s fully charged, he’s good for about fourteen hours of activity before he needs to recharge again. If he’s not active, the charge can last up to forty-eight hours.”

Wally led them to another workstation, then introduced them all to a woman named Isabel. Isabel had a number of handguns lying on her table, and there was a target box with a ballistic backstop about twenty feet in front of her.

“Izzy, tell them what you’re doing,” Wally said. “Check this out, gang, you’re gonna love it.”

“I work with micro circuitry and miniaturized mechanics,” Isabel said. “These guns are perfectly normal weapons, the kind you can get anywhere.” She pointed at several open boxes of bullets. “My specialty is the ammunition.”

She picked up one of the pistols, a Beretta 9 mm, and took out its magazine. She showed it to Esmeralda and said, “This gun is loaded with standard ammunition. We’ve got a target down there in the gallery that moves whenever it detects the flash of a gun going off. Try to hit it.” She handed the gun to Esmeralda.

Esmeralda looked down toward the target, a simple disc with the usual concentric rings. She raised the pistol and fired three times in rapid succession, but the target jumped each time she pulled the trigger. When she handed the pistol back to Isabel, the target was unmarked.

“See?” Isabel said. “You missed, and I know that probably isn’t something you’re accustomed to. The thing is, targets don’t always stand still. I decided to try to develop a way to make sure that your shots always hit their target, and I tried at first to make the guns more accurate, but it wasn’t long before I figured out that wasn’t the problem. So then, I started concentrating on the ammunition.”

She removed the magazine and cleared the gun, then reloaded the magazine with bullets from another box. “Now, these bullets are the results of my work. Each of them has a tiny microcomputer and movable vanes that allow it to alter its path.” She handed the gun back to Esmeralda. “Care to try again?”

Esmeralda took the pistol and immediately fired three successive shots. Once again, the target moved each time, but when it stopped there were three distinct holes in it.

“Impressive,” Esmeralda said. “I didn’t see any sort of video camera aperture on the bullets. How do they know what the target is and follow it?”

“You’re right, they don’t use video. Instead, there is a circuit that emits an undetectable radio wave. The bullet actually catches the echoes, just as a radar works. That allows it to lock onto a target, which it does as soon as you pull the trigger. Whatever is directly in front of the bullet at that instant is what it goes after, and it can maneuver quickly enough to be sure it hits what it intends to. No human target could ever move quickly enough to dodge it.”

Esmeralda smiled. “I would like a box of ammunition for each of our personal weapons, then,” she said. “Is that possible?”

“Absolutely,” Isabel said. “What calibers?”

“.45 caliber for me,” Esmeralda said. “The others use 9 millimeter.”

A few minutes later, each of them with a box of ammunition in hand, they walked back up the stairs to Wally’s office.

“Wally,” Esmeralda said, “Noah suggested I ask you about your workshop back at the manor. Is there anything there you would suggest I use for this mission?”

Wally blinked, then looked at her. “For this mission? I don’t think so. I mean, I’ve got a lot of stuff there, but I can’t think of anything in particular that would be helpful. Did you get any kind of idea what he might’ve been thinking of?”

“No. He simply suggested I ask about it.”

“Well, I might know what he’s talking about, but I don’t think it’s something that would help you with this one. I introduced him to Stanley this morning, but I don’t think Stanley would be much help to you.”

Esmeralda nodded. “I agree,” she said. “I’m not sure he’s ready for the field just yet, anyway. I was thinking about some adjustments to his programming, but I haven’t had a chance to make them yet.”

Eugene looked at Wally and Esmeralda furiously. “Stanley? Programming? Wally, you built another robot?”

Wally grinned. “Esmeralda helped me,” he said. “He’s not as sophisticated as she is, but he has some specialized talents, you might say.”

Eugene shook his head. “Man, it looks like you’re trying to put us out of work. Come on, I need this job, I don’t want to go back to prison.”

Wally burst out laughing, and Eugene, Jack and Bobbie all stared at him.

“I don’t think you need to worry,” Wally said. “I suspect Esmeralda is probably going to be the only robot to ever become as sentient as she is. Heck, I can’t even think of her as a robot anymore, to be honest.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “She’s kind of become more like a daughter to me, you know?”

The three continued to stare for a moment, and then Wally cleared his throat.

“Well, anyway,” he said. “I think you are just about ready to head out on your mission. Unless there’s something else you can think of?”

“I think you got us covered,” Esmeralda said. “Thanks, Dad.”

Wally blinked as Esmeralda turned without another word and left his office, her team following her.

* * *
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In any capital city, it can be difficult to know who can be trusted and who cannot. Unless you happen to be connected to the local government, you could easily find yourself on the wrong side of a bad situation.

When you’re the head of a government, however, you do pretty much as you please, and when other heads of government answer to you, you can do even more. One such man sat down at his desk and took the notebook computer from the briefcase that had arrived by courier earlier in the day. He set it on the desk and opened it up, then started the sequence he had been told about that would access the secret servers of E & E.

Moments later, he was logged on and began browsing through the many files that presented on the screen. Many of them were simple data, nothing exciting or interesting; when he stumbled across one of those, he glanced at it and then closed it quickly.

When he found the one he was looking for, the one that detailed many of the inventions Wally Lawson and his people had come up with, inventions that weren’t represented by paperwork in the US Patent Office, he began to read more closely.

As the American president had indicated, there was an awful lot of information there. He read about vehicles that could change color while driving down the road, some that could even change shape and others that would drive James Bond to distraction. There were even a few that were capable of going amphibian, and one that could extend wings from the body and launch itself into jet-powered flight.

He flipped through the files until he came to weapons, and found many items of interest there. Guns that fired bullets that would follow a target, a 3D printer that could produce anything, but made of a high-potency explosive, a gun that fired gas pellets that simply immobilized anyone who got a whiff of the gas inside, and many, many more things.

Then he stumbled across a folder labeled, “Extreme Secrecy,” and his curiosity caused him to open it quickly. Within that folder were numerous others, and his eye was instantly drawn to the one marked, “AI.”

Lawson and his people had apparently made great strides when it came to Artificial Intelligence. Some of the vehicles were capable of independent action, and there were a number of robotic devices that ranged from insects all the way to dogs and cats. These were designed primarily for surveillance, but each was also capable of dealing death when necessary.

One folder was labeled, “Daddy’s Girl,” and he felt his eyebrows rise even as he clicked the label to open it up.

The pages that displayed before his eyes for the next hour were almost enough to make him think he had somehow traveled into some other dimension. He saw several videos of what he could only describe as a lovely young woman, but according to all the information contained in the folder, she was actually a robot. She had, however, been displaying signs of actual sentience over the past few months, and it suddenly dawned on him that this was undoubtedly the most shocking piece of technology in the world. A robot that could act completely human, pass for human in almost every possible way, and with all the skills and knowledge of a trained assassin?

Agreements were made when, in the course of politics, it was necessary to combine one’s powers with those of another nation. Sometimes, however, there was something so diabolical that any such agreement would be worthless. Considering what this evil organization had as its purpose, allowing them to possess such a demonic device would be beyond his comprehension.

He closed the notebook and picked up a secure cell phone. He had a couple of calls to make, and plans to lay in motion. The robot girl named Esmeralda would soon be brought to him, if everything went according to plan, and then he would have to make the final decision about what to do with her.

Great was the burden of responsibility, and even greater when that responsibility was extended to all the world. But he had taken on the mantle, and the responsibility was his. He could do nothing less than accept it and do what must be done.

* * *
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Esmeralda and her team had headed for home. For Bobbie, Jack and Eugene it was a simple matter of walking across the factory grounds toward the caravan park, the group of mobile homes that Noah had set up for his teams. Esmeralda climbed into the old Bentley that belonged to the estate and drove back toward Feeney Manor. They had agreed to meet at the factory early the following morning, from whence they would be driven to the airport in one of the company vans.

Esmeralda went straight to her room when she got home and began to pack. Because she would be posing as an executive assistant to a powerful CEO, she chose some of the newer clothing that seemed to her to reflect a certain confidence and power. She resisted the urge to ask Sarah or Jenny for advice, choosing instead to rely on her own opinions.

She also added the box of bullets she had gotten from Isabel, along with her own Kimber mini .45.

She set Nelson the spider on her nightstand, next to an outlet that was built into the base of her lamp. Her connection to its small computer told her that it was charging its batteries, so she instructed it to stay put until told otherwise, then went off in search of some of the others.

Noah had come home shortly after she had, and was relaxing in the great hall with Sarah and Norah. Marco and Renée were there as well, and Esmeralda could hear Neil and Jenny in the dining room. Neil, despite being ridiculously tall and skinny, seemed to always be hungry. She wondered briefly what he might be eating, then put it out of her mind and sat down in a chair near Noah and his family.

Little Norah instantly turned to look at her. “Em, Em, Em,” she babbled. While Sarah’s attempt to shorten Esmeralda’s name to Emma had not quite worked, Norah had given her a nickname of her own.

“She wants you,” Sarah said.

Esmeralda smiled, then leaned forward and held out her hands. The baby did her best to lean into her grip, and then happily sat on the robotic lap.

“Well, hello there,” Esmeralda said. “You’re getting to be such a big girl.”

“Isn’t she, though?” Sarah asked. “That child is growing like a weed.”

“That just means she’s healthy,” Noah said. “Healthy is good.”

“It’s not good for me when I’m the one who has to keep up with her all the time,” Sarah said, grinning at him. “How about you stay home with her for a few days, and let me go run things at the factory?”

“That would be fine by me,” Noah said. “All you have to do is convince Allison.”

Sarah shot him a mock glare. “Never mind.”

Esmeralda looked at Noah. “Could I ask you a question?” she asked. “It’s about the trip I’m going to be taking in the morning.”

“Certainly,” Noah said, glancing quickly around to be sure none of the housekeeping staff was nearby. “Go ahead.”

“I was wondering why you and Allison said that none of the Hercules team would be allowed to surrender and come back in. Could you explain that to me?”

“It’s fairly simple,” Noah said. “They’ve been on their own for months, now, and any one of them could have made contact with someone from E & E. If they had done so, we would’ve heard about it and been more than willing to bring them in. Since they didn’t, we have to assume that they voluntarily remained with Eric. Once they’ve made the decision to go rogue, there’s no way Allison would be able to trust them again.”

“But this is curious to me,” Esmeralda said. “Most of the teams and staff are made up of people who had broken the law and were in prisons, some of them even facing the death penalty. They were given a second chance; why could these people not be given a second chance?”

“Because a second chance can only be given once. If it’s given again, it is a third chance, and anyone who hasn’t learned by then probably isn’t going to. If any of them had made even the slightest effort to reach out to us and come in, Allison would be a lot more lenient. Does it bother you that you may have to eliminate some of our own kind of people?”

“No, not at all,” Esmeralda said. “I understand the necessity of putting a stop to their activities. I was simply wondering what the difference was between the mistakes they have made this time, and the mistakes other team members have made in the past.”

“And let me guess,” Sarah said. “After talking to Noah just now, you’re more confused than ever?”

“Possibly,” Esmeralda said. “I understood what he said, but I still can’t help wondering if some of them might be salvageable. If they might become useful to us once again, if they were given the chance.”

“It’s quite possible they could,” Noah said. “However, each one of us was fully informed when we were recruited that it was a one-time opportunity. If we failed in our training, or refused to do what we were told in a mission, we wouldn’t just be punished, we’d be eliminated. Those were the terms we agreed to, and Allison is simply tough enough to stick to them.”

“Then, I’m curious about where I fit into this,” Esmeralda said. “If I make a mistake, would I be eliminated?”

“I think it would depend on the mistake. It’s one thing to make a mistake out of ignorance, or even just out of youthful arrogance, but if you are referring to the kind of mistake that required conscious thought and willful action, and if that mistake resulted in unsanctioned death or injury or a disallowed exposure of classified information—such as your existence—than I think it quite possible that you would be sanctioned, yes.”

Esmeralda nodded. “I understand,” she said. “Naturally, a deliberate act that caused problems like that would certainly result in my termination. That’s only logical. I can understand also what you were saying about not getting a third or fourth chance, so my question is satisfied.”

Sarah looked at her. “Esmeralda,” she said, “I realize that sometimes we may come off as being cold and even a bit inhuman when it comes to dealing with our own people, but you have to remember that our people are some of the most dangerous in the world. We have to be sure of what we’re doing at all times, and that includes being sure of what the people we’ve trained and worked with are doing. Does that make sense?”

“Of course,” Esmeralda said. “I fully understand the reason for my mission; I was simply wondering because I have to consider what to do if any of them attempt to surrender to me. Of course, I will obey orders, but I could not be certain that I would not have felt some remorse afterward.”

“Most of us do, sometimes,” Noah said. “Even I have felt a form of regret in certain circumstances. I have even gone so far as to warn someone I considered relatively innocent to get out of a situation that would have had them among my targets.”

Esmeralda looked at him. “So, we have some autonomy in such decisions?”

Noah looked at her for a couple seconds before he replied. “We are expected to obey orders,” he said. “However, as sentient beings, it is occasionally necessary to obey our own internal moral codes. Just be aware that doing so could still leave you at the mercy of the director should she disagree with your decision.”

Esmeralda smiled at him. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m confident that I can make the right choice.”

* * *
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At four o’clock the following morning, Esmeralda rose from her bed and dressed, then picked up Nelson the spider and put him into her purse. She took her bags and carried them down the stairs, then loaded them into the back seat of the Bentley and drove off toward the factory.

The rest of them were waiting near the front entrance of the factory building, and Esmeralda was pleased to see Jerry Sheppard standing beside the big van. Jerry was the driver for Team Aladdin, headed by Mark McCullers. Esmeralda had worked with Mark and his team briefly a few months earlier, and had liked them.

“Hello, Jerry,” she said.

“Hi, Terminator,” Jerry replied with a grin. “How are things in the quantum world nowadays?”

Esmeralda chuckled. “It’s all going well,” she said. “Are we all ready?”

Bobbie, Eugene and Jack mumbled that they were ready, and Eugene even grabbed Esmeralda’s bags for her and loaded them in the van. When he closed the back doors, they all climbed inside and took seats in the back. Esmeralda preferred to sit with her team rather than up front away from them.

A bit over an hour later, they were in the Gulfstream and the airplane was in the air. The next stop would be at the airport in Nice, France, where they would be met and driven into Monaco.

The other three decided to go back to sleep as soon as the plane left the ground, but Esmeralda couldn’t see any reason to do so herself. Instead, she reached into her pocket and took Nelson out. Controlling him through her direct Wi-Fi connection, she watched him do numerous tricks on the palm of her hand, then began experimenting with sending him around the interior of the aircraft. His feet were designed much like those of an actual spider, and he seemed capable of gripping any surface. 

“Oh, my God,” she heard suddenly, and looked around to see the female flight attendant staring at the spider that was crawling across one of the windows. “Be careful, he might bite.”

Esmeralda grinned at her. She reached up and held a hand under the spider, then told it to drop onto her palm. Since she knew that all the crews they used for the Gulfstream were actual employees of the organization and aware of just who they were carrying around, she held it up.

“It isn’t real,” she said. “It’s just a gadget that looks like a spider.”

The flight attendant, whose name tag said “Miriam,” took a step back. “It looks pretty real to me,” she said. She turned away immediately and headed back to the little kitchen area. Esmeralda watched her go, and then studied her own humorous reaction to seeing the woman’s fear.

Humor was one of the things that seemed to have arisen naturally within her. Her observations of humanity since becoming self-aware had given her the chance to study them in many different situations, and some of them seemed to automatically elicit a humor response. She had quickly begun to translate those responses into visible and audible forms, i.e., smiles and chuckles and the occasional belly laugh if something was extremely funny. The fear in the flight attendant’s eyes had gotten a soft, girlish giggle.

It suddenly dawned on her that fear was an emotion she had not yet experienced, and she began to wonder what it might be like. She held Nelson up close to her face for a moment, but felt nothing, so she put him back into her pocket. She looked out the window at the horizon and considered the possibility of the plane suddenly dropping out of the sky, but still felt nothing.

Since she had become self-aware, she had also come to realize that she would eventually cease to exist. Entropy was a fact in the universe, and every form of energy eventually reverted to chaos. Chaos, she had come to believe, was the natural state of energy. Her quantum computer brain, possibly the most powerful computer in existence, had analyzed every theory of existence from the Big Bang to Intelligent Design and had concluded that God did indeed exist, and probably existed originally as pure energy. For some reason, she concluded, that energy had been split into an essentially infinite number of parts that were then used to create matter and the various forms of energy that existed within the universe. It was the only theory of existence that seemed to make any sense to her, and allowed the coexistence of many of the scientific theories. Dark matter, evolution, life itself could all be answered in her theory, and she was hoping to one day find time to sit down and discuss it with Wally.

At the moment, however, she was simply interested in the fact of entropy, and the inevitability of her own demise. She wasn’t sure she could call it “death,” because she was not actually alive in the organic sense. Demise would work, because it could apply to a machine coming to the end of its useful life.

What would it be like, she wondered, when her thoughts came to an actual end? Would she somehow be aware that she no longer existed? That was obviously a paradox, because it couldn’t be possible to be aware she was no longer aware. Still, that little bit of herself that knew that it was, in fact, her, was able to consider the possibility that she might somehow know she was no longer alive.

She wondered why the thought of her demise did not seem to frighten her.
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Chapter 4
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Team Pegasus left the airport and headed toward their hotel, El Galeria, at just after noon local time. They had taken a short detour to catch up with the local liaison officer and secure the weapons and equipment they might need, but that had delayed them only a half hour. Miguel, the liaison officer, had been told to provide them with “the usual,” so he brought along several different handguns, two small submachine guns and a sniper rifle, as well as plenty of ammunition and an assortment of electronic equipment. The team selected the weapons and gear they wanted, then headed on toward the hotel without further delay.

They arrived and got checked in quickly. Ralph and Diana shared a room, while Tommy, Benny and JC each had a room of their own. Tommy got his computer set up quickly, and they all gathered there to begin planning.

“According to the dossier,” Tommy said, “Valdes’ favorite watering hole is a place called La Señora de Ixtapa. It’s basically a nightclub with strippers and music, but it’s in a district that is notorious for criminal, cartel-like activities. The federales tend to avoid the area because when they go in, they don’t usually come back out. I’m running a search to find out if they have any kind of security video that I can access; if we can confirm the guy’s there before we make a move, that might be the smartest way to go.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Ralph said. “What’s the deal with the club itself? Is it the kind of place where tourists might go?”

“Not likely. As I said, it’s in a pretty rough district. I’m sure the tourism bureau takes great pains to make sure it doesn’t show up on any of the tourist maps. I don’t think it’s the kind of place most tourists would want to visit, and I’m sure the government doesn’t want tourists disappearing the way they would if they started hanging out there.”

Ralph turned to Diana. “Okay, babe,” he said. “How’s your Spanish?”

“Muy bueno,” she said. “Don’t worry, I can pass. What do we know about when Valdes is usually there?”

“Didn’t you read the dossier?” Tommy asked. “He tends to get there around six every evening when he’s in the city, and our intelligence says he is. That’s why I’m trying to get some kind of eyes inside the place.”

“If you can’t,” Diana said, “don’t worry about it. I’ll go in tonight and look things over. He’s probably not going to make a move on me the first time he sees me, anyway. I need to set up a bait and get him to follow it.”

“What kind of bait do you have in mind?” Ralph asked. “This is a pretty dangerous guy, and none of us are going to be able to stay close to you.”

“Oh, are you worried about me?” she asked with a grin. “Don’t worry, Ralph, I don’t plan on making a date with him tonight. I just want to get a look at the guy, not to mention his bodyguards.”

JC cleared his throat. “I don’t know if any of you have been to Mexico City before,” he said, “but I have. Many of the clubs here, they have special accommodations. If Monsieur Valdes is a frequent visitor, it is likely that they will provide him with such accommodations when he finds a lady with whom he wishes to be alone.”

Ralph looked at him. “Accommodations? What, like a bedroom?”

JC nodded. “Yes, precisely,” he said. “Many such places maintain rooms for their wealthier patrons. Monsieur Valdes may have such a room that he pays for, or perhaps they simply allow him to use one that exists for such a purpose.”

Ralph turned to Tommy. “Any way you can find out if this place has rooms like that?”

“I’ll try,” Tommy said, shaking his head. “I’m not sure there’s going to be anything like the building department we might find in an American city. Back home, even in England, I could probably find the blueprints for a building like this on file somewhere, but I’m not too sure about Mexico.” His fingers flew across the keyboard. “Let me try this. Google Earth is going to have a picture of the place; let’s see if it is even big enough to have extra rooms like that.” He typed in coordinates, and a moment later an image began to appear on his monitor.

The building that housed the club was quite a bit bigger than any of them had expected, with over three stories and covering most of a city block. All four of them stared at the monitor, and then Ralph let out a whistle.

“Holy smokes,” he said. “That place is as big as a lot of hotels. How many rooms you reckon they have on those upper floors?”

Tommy was quiet for a moment, then he chuckled. “Not sure, but I think I know a way to find out. By straight line, we’re only three miles away.” He turned and pointed at one of his big equipment cases. “JC, can you get my drone out of there? It’s got enough range that I can send it to do a flyby, go around the place a couple of times and maybe even peek in some windows. If there are bedrooms up there, we should be able to spot them.”

Ralph nodded. “Do it,” he said. “And then let’s figure out how we can get inside that building. If Diana can catch his attention and get taken to one of those rooms without his bodyguards, that would be the perfect time to make the man disappear.”

“Yes,” JC said as he opened the case. “Especially if we can find a way into and out of that part of the building without being detected. We could spirit away the body and be done with this mission.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Benny said. “Nothing ever goes that easily.”

It took almost fifteen minutes to get the drone unpacked, unfolded and programmed for its flight. Unlike the drones that were available commercially, this one was especially designed for stealth activities. Its lights could be turned off and its rotors were designed to be whisper quiet. It took only a few seconds for the drone to disappear into the bright daytime sky, but they were able to watch its video transmission on Tommy’s monitor.

“That thing can really move,” Ralph said. “How fast does it actually go?”

“It can hit about ninety miles an hour,” Tommy said. “Of course, that’s ground speed, not airspeed. That’s just about three times what the average drone will do, but this thing is far from the average drone.”

Diana chuckled. “That’s because we are anything but average government agents. Of course they give us the good stuff—they want us to do our jobs and still come back.”

“That’s the theory. At least, it’s the one I tend to subscribe to,” Tommy said. “I like the idea of always coming back, you know?”

“Yeah, it definitely has its benefits,” Ralph said. “Pay attention, let’s see what we find out.”

The drone arrived at the building a few moments later and made a complete circuit of it, staying high and out of anyone’s line of sight. Tommy let out a whistle.

“That’s a pretty good size building,” he said. “I mean, big. I count five stories and it looks like the footprint on that building is probably at least an acre.” He turned to Ralph. “You sure about letting her go in there?”

“I can handle it,” Diana said. “As long as you guys do your part, I’ll be fine.”

Ralph was quiet for a moment, then nodded. “At the very least, she’s got to go in and do the recon. That’ll give us an idea of what we’ll be up against when we go to make our move.”

Tommy nodded, then turned back to the monitor. He guided the drone around the building once more, then up close to one of the windows on the top floor. The room was pretty dark, but that didn’t matter much to the drone; its video could pick up the slightest bit of light, and they were able to see clearly through the window.

The room appeared to be some sort of office. There were several tables with four computer consoles on each one.

“Those are just terminals,” Tommy said. “They’re all running off one server that’s probably somewhere in the building. That’s an awfully high-tech setup for a nightclub.”

“They’re probably into more than just serving drinks,” Ralph said. “I wonder if this could be connected to Valdes’ operations.”

“It doesn’t really matter if it is,” Diana said. “Once he’s gone, they expect the whole cartel to collapse.”

“Not if he’s got somebody who knows how to take over,” Tommy said. “If the computer room is part of his operation, I’d bet that just about everything that person could need can be controlled from right there.  If we could take that out at the same time, it would just about guarantee the end of the cartel.”

Ralph thought about it for a second, then shook his head. “That’s not our mission,” he said. “Send word about the computer room back to the boss and see what she says about it. Be sure to tell her that we don’t know for certain that this has anything to do with Valdes or the cartel.”

Tommy nodded again and quickly sent off a message. As soon as that was done, he turned back to the monitor and began guiding the drone from window to window. It took only a few moments to discover that there were numerous bedrooms on the second and third floors. Each of them looked like a fairly nice hotel room, although a few of them seemed to have an awful lot of mirrors.

“Looks like you were right,” Ralph said to JC, then turned to Diana. “They definitely have rooms available. The problem is that we don’t know which room you might get taken to. You’re going to find some way to let us know, but without tipping Valdes off to what you’re doing. If he catches you saying something, he’s going to know you have some kind of communications on you. Somehow I don’t think we want him knowing anything about your subcom.”

“I can fix that,” Tommy said. “I’ve got a tracker that we can put on her, just looks like a pin you wear on your shirt. With the drone, I can pinpoint exactly where she is, vertically and horizontally. I can get you within six inches of her exact location and she won’t have to say a word.”

“Six inches?” Ralph asked. “But can you tell which floor she’s on?”

Tommy turned and looked at him. “That’s why I mentioned both vertically and horizontally. I can tell how high off the ground she is by how far away the ground is from the drone, and it can also tell exactly how far away she is and what direction. All I have to do is have the drone fly slowly up the side of the building. Once it determines where she is, I can find the closest spot to her location so that I can confirm it from a second angle.”

“See?” Diana asked. “Tommy’s got me covered, don’t you, Tommy?”

“Then you’ll stay here on the computer when she goes in tonight,” Ralph said to Tommy. “The rest of us will be there at the club with her. I don’t want to be very far away if she suddenly disappears, and you can figure out where she went and relay it to us by subcom.”

Benny, JC and Diana all looked at him. “And how do you propose we do that?” Benny asked. “It’s not like we’re going to pass for locals, now is it?”

Ralph grinned at him. “Wassa mattah, gringo? You no speak Español?” He chuckled. “I grew up in Northwest Arkansas,” he said. “I had a lot of Mexican friends. Trust me, I can pull it off. You guys just stay close to me, keep your mouths shut and nobody will be the wiser.”

“They might not have a problem with me,” JC said. “European foreigners here are usually tolerated even in the criminal districts. I suppose it’s because many of us are involved in the drug trade. The majority of tourists who come to Mexico are simply Americans who are not trusted. The rest of us are more easily accepted.”

Benny’s eyebrows rose. “So I’m the only one who’s going to be out of place?” he asked. “JC, I can do an English accent. D’you think that might work for me, old boy?”

JC merely looked at him with his face blank. “You sound like an American Southerner who is trying to sound British. If you do that when we are in the club, you will very likely get all of us killed.”

Ralph shook his head. “Benny, I’m sure you won’t be the only American there,” he said. “If anybody gives you any static, just growl at them. They’ll figure you must be connected to the cartel in some way and leave you alone.”

JC’s eyes grew round. “You’re probably correct,” he said. “I’m only surprised because I did not know that you have ever been here. How do you know so much about Mexican cartels?”

“My dad was the godfather of the Ozark Mountains. We dealt with a lot of the cartels, and there were plenty of Americans involved in trafficking drugs out of Mexico. They were all the kind who would just growl at you if you said anything to them, so Benny can act like that.”

He turned to Diana. “We’ve got a few hours before we head down there. I’d suggest we get some rest, so we’re all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed tonight.”

Diana hid the grin that tried to spread across her face.

“Sounds like a good idea,” she said, and she followed him out of Tommy’s room without another word.

Tommy, JC and Benny all shared a glance, then shook their heads and began talking about Mexico City. JC, who had been there before, began to share what he knew with the others.

* * *
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The Gulfstream touched down in Nice, France less than two hours after leaving Heathrow and the team climbed into the limousine that would take them to their hotel in Monaco, the Hotel Metropole. Pierre Rutan, the liaison officer who was acting as their driver, smiled as he held the door for them. When he was inside the car and behind the wheel, he touched the button that lowered the dividing window between the passenger compartment and the driver’s area.

“Welcome to France, my friends,” he said. “The drive to Monaco will be brief, about twenty minutes or so. Is there anything you need before we begin the journey?”

Esmeralda glanced at the others, who all shook their heads. “No, I think we’re ready.”

“Mais oui,” Pierre said. “Then let us go.”

As he had said, they arrived in slightly over twenty minutes. The hotel was every bit as luxurious as Molly had told them, and they got checked in quickly and then went to their rooms to deposit their luggage and gathered again in Esmeralda’s room.

“We are supposed to act like tourists for a day or so,” Esmeralda said. “Bobbie will post the message on the dark web, and then we can begin sightseeing around the city.”

Jack looked up from a brochure he was holding. “Did you guys know that these rooms cost over $41,000 a night?”

“Seriously?” Bobbie asked, her eyes wide.

“Seriously. Only the wealthiest usually stay here, but Esmeralda is supposed to be the assistant to some billionaire, so I guess it fits. I don’t know about anybody else, but I plan to enjoy the luxury while I can.”

“We can enjoy a lot of things for a day or so,” Esmeralda said. “But don’t forget we have a mission. Bobbie, go ahead and put out your message. Have you figured out what to say?”

“Molly gave me a script,” Bobbie said. “She talked it over with Dr. Parker, I guess, trying to pick the right words to get Hercules’ attention. It goes, ‘extreme contract, high probability of failure. Darksidedemigod wanted.’ According to Dr. Parker, Hercules likes missions that people expect him to fail at. Gives him a chance to show his superiority.”

“I suppose that makes some kind of sense. I’ve noticed that humans tend to make decisions based more upon their egos than on logic.”

“Hey,” Jack said. “We resemble that remark. Humans here, remember?”

Esmeralda looked at him. “And all three of you accepted an assignment to work with an AI-enabled robot. Are you going to tell me at least some of that choice wasn’t based on egotistical emotion?”

“Not in my case,” Jack said. “I definitely applied logic. Considering that you are damn near indestructible and that you are responsible for us as our team leader, I figure I have a better chance of coming home alive working with you than anybody else.”

“Bull,” Bobbie said. “He’s full of it, Esmeralda. As for me, I’ll be honest and admit that working with a person whose brain is actually a quantum computer is what drew me to this team. When Noah told me just who you are, it was such a shock that I almost fainted. There was no way he was going to keep me away from you after I got over that. I can’t believe a nerd like me is lucky enough to observe an AI coming to life.”

All three of them glanced at Eugene, who simply shrugged. “I’m still not convinced you’re a machine,” he said. “I just thought you were hot, that’s all.”

Esmeralda smiled and deliberately forced some color into her cheeks in imitation of a blush.

“I might have to see just how serious you are about that, sometime,” she said. She watched closely, but the only reaction she got was a grin and another shrug.

Bobbie left the room and was gone for about fifteen minutes, then came back and said the message was sent. “Now all we can do is wait,” she said. “I tied it to an email address I created, so I’ll get a notification on my phone if a response comes in.”

“All right,” Esmeralda said. “So, where do we want to start sightseeing at?”

“Oh, hell, let’s just hit the casino,” Eugene said. “I’ve got nine months of back pay that I haven’t had the chance to spend. I want to see if I can double it.”

“Geez, you plan to gamble all of it?” Bobbie asked. “If you want to throw money away, Eugene, you can just give it to me.”

Everyone chuckled, including Esmeralda, and then they all got up and headed out the door. Casino de Monte-Carlo was only a short distance from the hotel, about a minute’s walk. They all arrived together and were instantly overwhelmed by the grandeur of the place. Its architecture resembled a Baroque castle, and the interior was beautifully done in a white, gold and blue motif.

“Blackjack for me,” Eugene said. “Care to join me, Esmeralda?”

Esmeralda looked at him for a moment, then grinned. “So you can follow my lead?” She allowed him to take her arm, then headed toward the blackjack table.

“That’s not fair,” Jack said. “You know she can count cards better than anybody.”

“Undoubtedly,” Bobbie said. “On the other hand, I don’t think she’ll draw that much attention to herself. I’ll be surprised if she lets him win very much.”

“That’s his problem. Personally, I like roulette. I got a system, I win pretty regularly. Not a lot, but enough to make it interesting.”

“Go for it,” Bobbie said. “Me, I like a good game of poker.” She walked toward another table and Jack turned toward the roulette wheel.

Three hours later, while Bobbie was trying to decide whether to call on the three kings in her hand, her cell phone vibrated in the pattern that meant she had received a message. She made the call and then shrugged as a full house made up of queens and aces took the pot.

“Enough for me,” she said. She tipped the dealer and gathered her remaining chips, then went to the window to cash out. She was up a couple of thousand dollars from when she had started, so she wasn’t complaining.

When that was done, she went to the blackjack table and caught Esmeralda’s attention.

Esmeralda looked up at her. “You done for the day?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’ve had enough. At least I didn’t lose.”

“Me neither,” Eugene said. “I didn’t quite double, but I got twenty grand more than I had when I came in.”

The two of them cashed out while Bobbie collected Jack. His roulette system had not looked favorably upon him that day, and he was down almost seven thousand. He scowled at the wheel one more time, then followed Bobbie as they caught up with Eugene and Esmeralda.

Once they were outside, Bobbie took the phone from her pocket and looked at the message.

“We need to discuss this,” it said. “The dining room at your hotel, seven sharp. Only one of you. My agent will meet you and bring you to me.”

Esmeralda nodded. “All right, I’ll go to the meeting. The rest of you will wait at the hotel. We’ll all stay in touch by subcom.”
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Chapter 5

[image: image]


I am meeting with Hercules this evening, Esmeralda sent to Noah by subcom. If all goes well, the mission will be over tonight.

What’s the plan? Noah asked.

Hercules wants to meet privately, just one of us. Apparently they have figured out that the message came from my group. One of his people is supposed to meet me in the dining room at our hotel at seven local time, to take me to the meeting.

Very good. Keep me apprised of the situation. Noah out.

It wasn’t even lunchtime yet, so Esmeralda suggested they get a bite to eat and then continue the sightseeing for a while. Because Monaco covers just barely over three quarters of a square mile, the second smallest sovereign nation in the world after Vatican City, it wasn’t difficult to take in quite a few of the local sights. They saw the Monte Carlo Opera House, and spent a couple of hours looking at the royal car collection. Late in the afternoon, they had made their way to the Prince’s Palace, a Louis XIV-style palace that had been originally constructed for the Grimaldi family, who had founded Monaco.

They were back at the hotel by five thirty, and had a light dinner in the dining room. When that was finished, they all went back upstairs and Esmeralda waited until six forty-five before making her way back down to the dining room. She dressed in casual clothing, a pair of designer jeans and a soft, sleeveless blouse, finishing it off with a pair of expensive sneakers. She wanted to look like the typical tourist, and she was fairly sure that whoever was looking for her would find her with no trouble.

And then it was time to go. She started to walk out of the room, then stopped and looked back at her nightstand. Nelson the spider was sitting there, staying charged by drawing power from an outlet on the lamp. She held out a hand and he jumped into it, and then she slipped him into her jeans pocket. She figured it couldn’t hurt to have at least a little bit of backup with her.

She didn’t have to wait long. A man entered the dining room exactly at seven and walked straight to her table, sliding into the seat across from her.

He’s here, she sent silently to her team. Wish me luck.

“Were you smart enough to come alone?” the man asked.

“That’s what the message said,” Esmeralda replied. “So, what now?”

“Now we are going to sit here for a few minutes, while we make sure you don’t have someone trying to follow us. If everything looks good, then you and I will be taking a drive. Would you care to order?”

Esmeralda grinned. “I already ate,” she said. “But you can go ahead if you want. I’ll even pick up the tab.”

The man returned the grin. “You don’t have to pretend to be tough,” he said. “You’re not in any danger tonight. We’ll either end up doing business, or we won’t, but either way you’ll be coming back here in a couple of hours.”

“Do I seem to be pretending? I don’t mean to be. From what I understand about this sort of thing, I probably don’t have much to worry about, do I?”

“Nothing at all, unless you try to pull something sneaky.” He winked at her. “You wouldn’t try anything sneaky, would you?”

“I don’t think I would,” she said. “I’m rather fond of staying in one piece, if you know what I mean. I prefer not to experience any other state of being.”

The man chuckled. “You can call me Chuck,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“Christine,” Esmeralda said. “Christine Kirby. I’m...”

“No, don’t tell me too much,” Chuck said. “Save that for when you talk to my boss. He’s probably going to want to know a good part of your life story.”

She shrugged. “There isn’t that much to tell. But okay, we’ll wait.”

Chuck ordered a cup of coffee and they sat there for about fifteen minutes. When his cell phone rang and he glanced at it, Esmeralda knew that whoever was watching had determined that she was not being followed.

“That’s our cue,” Chuck said. “Come on, let’s take a drive.”

Esmeralda pretended to be delighted as she followed Chuck out the door. A beautiful new Bentley Sport Coupe was delivered to Chuck a moment later by the valet, and he held the door for her to slide into the passenger side. As he got behind the wheel and pulled away, he opened the console between the seats and pulled a dark hood out of it.

“Put this on,” he said. “Sorry, it’s one of the rules.”

“No problem,” Esmeralda replied. “I kind of expected something like this.” She pulled the hood over her head and waited while he reached over to inspect it with his hand, to make sure she hadn’t arranged it to let her peek out.

“Okay, now I’m just going to drive around for a few minutes and then we’ll meet up with my boss. When we stop, we’ll be inside a garage. Just stay in the car, and he’ll come talk to you.”

“Whatever you say,” she said. “Okay, I admit, this is getting a little bit scary.”

She heard Chuck laughing softly. “Nothing to worry about, Christine. Just sit tight, it won’t be much longer and you’ll be back at the hotel.”

Esmeralda could tell, from the vibrations of the road and the time that elapsed between each turn, precisely where they were at every moment. The vibrations gave her an indication of speed, so the time told her how far they had traveled between turns. Ironically, when the car finally came to a halt, they were less than three blocks from the hotel itself. The sound of the car echoing from the walls around her made it plain they were in some sort of underground parking garage.

“Okay, like I said, just wait here.” Chuck got out of the car and she could hear his footsteps walking away. A moment later, she heard more coming toward her and then someone else slid in behind the wheel.

“What’s the job?” the new man asked.

“Are you the boss?” Esmeralda asked. “I was told only to discuss this with the boss himself.”

“I’m the one you need to talk to, yes. Now, what’s the job?”

Esmeralda deliberately hesitated for a couple of seconds. “My employer represents a group of American businessmen who are having some serious problems with new regulations coming out of Washington. Most of those regulations are directly attributable to the man in the Oval Office. We would like him to be replaced by his designated second.”

A chuckle came from the man beside her. “Seriously? The president?”

“Yes,” Esmeralda said. “Seriously. Like we said, it has a high probability of failure, but there are those who think you might be the one who can pull it off.”

“Oh, I certainly can,” the man said. “The question is why I would bother. Up to this point, I have avoided bringing the wrath of the United States down on myself. If they figure out it was me, and they would, they’ll be hunting me a lot more seriously than anyone is bothering to do right now.”

“I can think of a few million reasons,” Esmeralda said. “A hundred million of them, to be exact.”

There was a hesitation on the other side of the car, then. “You’re offering a hundred million dollars?”

“That’s where I was told to begin, yes. Is that not enough?”

A hand touched the hood and it was lifted off of her face. The man sitting beside her was definitely Eric Freeman, better known as Hercules within the organization.

“Double it, and I’ll take the job,” he said.

Esmeralda looked him in the eye for a moment. Her deception detection software told her that he was bluffing, that he was fishing for something to indicate that she was not who she said she was.

“I can’t go that high,” she said. “The limit I was authorized is one fifty. If that’s not enough, then we don’t need to worry about talking any further.”

Eric looked at her for several seconds, then grinned. “Okay,” he said. “For a hundred and fifty million, I’ll take the job. Are there any specific instructions?”

Esmeralda was stretching her senses to the limit, trying to determine if the rest of the team was nearby. She suspected they were, but even her hearing turned up to full amplification wasn’t picking up any hidden living bodies.

“Half upfront,” she said, “and the other half when the job is done.” She slowly reached into a pocket on her blouse and produced a small USB drive. “This is a bitcoin wallet. When I get back to the hotel, there will be seventy-five million in bitcoin deposited to it. You can transfer it wherever you want, and the rest will be delivered to the same account when the job is finished.”

Eric took the drive from her and looked at it, then slipped it into his own pocket. “Then we’re doing business,” he said. “Put the hood back on. Chuck will drive you back over to your hotel. If the money arrives when you say it will, then I’ll complete the job. If it doesn’t, you and your friends will not leave the hotel alive. Is that understood?”

Something about his expression indicated there was an ulterior motive behind what he was saying, but she couldn’t quite decipher what it might be. Esmeralda slipped the hood over her head, then nodded. “Perfectly,” she said.

Eric exited the car and Esmeralda thought about how to handle the situation. She had a fairly good idea of where they were, and was confident she could find the building again. With an underground parking garage, it was probably one of the large condo buildings that peppered Monte Carlo. She could easily determine which one once she was out of this hood, and it shouldn’t be hard to figure out which of the apartments her targets would be in. She began making plans to go after them that night, but then she heard Chuck returning and put those thoughts to the back of her powerful mind. 

Chuck got behind the wheel and started it up, then said, “Wow, you must’ve made an impression. I’ve never seen him show himself to a potential client before.”

“To be honest, that scared me to death,” Esmeralda said. “I figured I was dead when he did that. I mean, letting me see his face, isn’t that usually an automatic death sentence?”

“From what I know, yeah,” Chuck said. “I guess he just figured you were for real and that he didn’t have anything to worry about.”

“Then you don’t think I need to be looking over my shoulder from now on?”

“Not unless you try to double cross him, somehow,” Chuck said. “Whatever’s going on, he’s apparently pretty comfortable with...”

Esmeralda heard the sound of the diesel engine rapidly approaching, and then the Bentley was suddenly T-boned. The impact was on her side of the car, and so severe that it caused a power surge in her circuitry and a feedback loop that instantly shut down her systems, all but the basic ones that produced the simple indications of life.

In the hotel room, Bobbie looked at Jack and Eugene. “What the hell is that?” she asked. “Esmeralda? Are you okay?”

There was no response. A moment later, they heard Noah demanding that Esmeralda speak up as well.

Still, there was no response. In total shock, Team Cinderella waited nervously for some sign that their indestructible leader was still with them, but the sign never came.

“That sounded like a crash,” Noah said. “Do any of you have any idea what’s going on?”

“No,” Eugene said. “And you’re right, it sounded like a crash. I heard an engine, and then something went boom just before she cut off.”

Bobbie turned to her computer. “I’m on it,” she said. “I’m scanning for any news about any kind of crash or automobile accident.” Her fingers flew over the keyboard for a moment, and then she pointed at the monitor. “Okay, local news says there is an accident just a few blocks away, a large delivery truck hit a car. This happened in the last few minutes, so that’s got to be it.”

Eugene looked over her shoulder. “That’s only a few minutes away,” he said. “Come on Jack, let’s go check it out.”

“Keep this channel open,” Noah said. “I want to know everything as soon as you do.”

“Yes, sir,” Eugene said as he and Jack took off out the door. They had been hanging out in Bobbie’s room while they monitored what was going on with Esmeralda.

“Esmeralda?” Bobbie asked again. “Esmeralda, are you there?”

There was still no answer.

Jack and Eugene arrived at the scene of the accident only six minutes later, but the place was surrounded by police officers and a gawking crowd. The two of them began asking the bystanders what had happened, and Jack suddenly called out by subcom to Eugene. The bigger man caught up with him only a few seconds later.

“I talked to a witness who saw the crash happen,” Jack said. “The truck T-boned the car, and they said an ambulance pulled up only a minute later. Two people in the car, a man and a woman, were taken out and loaded into the ambulance, and then it was gone. No one has any idea where it went, because I heard one of the policemen saying that they have no record of the ambulance picking anyone up.”

“Noah,” Eugene said softly, “did you catch all that?”

“I did. I’m on the way out to talk to Wally, now. Esmeralda should be immune to any kind of impact—she’s basically unbreakable. I need to know what’s going on.”

* * *
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Wally had built himself an apartment in the loft of the big shed he used for a workshop at the Manor. The staff had all become accustomed to his idiosyncratic ways, and none of them ever entered the shed unless he asked for help with something. Noah hurried up the stairs to the loft and knocked on his door.

“Come on in,” Wally called out. Noah tried the door and found it open, so he stepped inside. “Hey, Noah, what brings you over this time of the evening?”

“It’s Esmeralda,” Noah said. “She was engaged in her mission and apparently was in a serious automobile accident. She hasn’t responded since, and I need your opinion on it.”

Wally’s eyes shot wide open. “She hasn’t responded? Oh, that’s not good, that’s not good at all. It must be the impact, it probably sent her into a hard reset.”

“Explain that,” Noah said. “What do you mean, hard reset?”

“A major impact could cause all of her actuators, her muscles, basically, to try to react at once. That would result in a power surge as all of them tried to draw power from her batteries at the same time, and the reserve batteries would kick in to try to compensate. If the power surge were high enough, it would immediately trigger a hard reset on her quantum computer brains. She’ll be fine, although her synthetic skin is probably damaged. Once she gets through the reset, she’ll be her old natural self again, but the full reset can take almost thirty minutes on such a complex computer system.”

Noah stared at him for a few seconds. “So that means that Hercules, if he is behind this, has roughly half an hour to figure out just what Esmeralda really is. Am I right?”

“Well, theoretically, yes. She’ll be essentially helpless for as long as it takes for the reset to complete.”

“And is there anything he can do to keep her helpless? Any way he can just shut her off or anything like that?”

Wally bit his bottom lip. “Theoretically, yes. He could—if he’s aware of what she is, he could put her into an electromagnetic field inside a Faraday cage, but what are the chances he’d have something like that available?”

“Assume the worst,” Noah said. “What would happen if he did have a way to do that?”

“Well, it wouldn’t stop her computer from operating, but she’d be unable to move or activate any of her defensive systems. And the Faraday cage would prevent her from getting any kind of signal out.”

“In that scenario, how do we find her?”

Wally licked his lips, then shrugged. “Noah,” he said. “I’m afraid you wouldn’t. If she’s not able to move or use her communications technologies, there’s no way I can imagine being able to locate her.”

Noah stared at him for a moment, then shook his head. “Okay, we know she’s almost certainly alive. That means she’s going to be able to figure out some way of getting word out to us, even if we don’t know what it is at the moment. What happens if the electromagnetic field is disrupted or shut down?”

Wally grinned suddenly. “If that were to happen, I suspect that Hercules would find he doesn’t have any way to keep her under control at all. She’s strong enough to rip apart most types of Faraday cages, so she’d get out of it. She probably would rip them to shreds with her bare hands at that point.”

“Okay, and are we talking about a large field? Would it take a lot of power?”

“Oh, yes,” Wally said. “At least as much power as the average home consumes.”

“So if we could find a way to shut the power grid down, she’d have a chance to escape? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“A chance, at least. If there’s any way to do that, and cut the power he was using to keep her under control, she’d probably come out of it like an enraged tiger.”

“Jack, Eugene, did you catch that? We need to find some way to kill the power in that city.”

Back in Monaco, Eugene and Jack stared at one another.

“How the hell are we supposed to do that?” Jack asked.

“Get back to Bobbie,” Noah said. “See if she has any ideas. If nothing else, locate the main power transfer station and find a way to destroy it. I don’t want to cause a lot of collateral damage, but we cannot allow Esmeralda to be exposed. If you can shut down the power to whatever Hercules is using to generate his electromagnetic field, she can escape and probably complete her mission. At the very least, we can get her back and get you all out of there.”

“All right, we’re headed back,” Eugene said. “We’ll let you know what happens.”

Noah looked at Wally. “Keep thinking about this,” he said. “If you come up with anything else we might use to find her, I want to know about it immediately.”

He turned and walked out of the apartment, then headed back into the big house. Allison and the rest were all gathered in the Great Hall, and he caught their attention to tell them they needed to talk privately upstairs.
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Chapter 6
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About the time Esmeralda and Team Cinderella were leaving Feeney Manor, Team Pegasus was preparing to begin its own mission on the other side of the world.

“Okay, you keep the subcom on constantly,” Ralph said to Diana as they sat in the car together. They were just down the street from the club. “I want to hear everything going on all the time. I want you to wait until the three of us are inside, then you come in a few minutes later. We’ll ignore you and keep up an act, trying to hit on the girls in the place. If Valdes is there, don’t go out of the way to get his attention.”

“I’ve got it, Ralph,” Diana said. “Trust me, it’s not the first time I’ve set a guy up for a fall.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Tommy, you got your electronic eyes locked on her?”

“Sure do, Ralph,” Tommy said over subcom. “I got the drone parked on top of the building next door for the moment, but it’s picking up her signal loud and clear.”

“That’s good.” Ralph let out a sigh. “Okay, I guess it’s showtime. Give us about five minutes to get inside, then you can come on in.”

Ralph, JC and Benny got out of the car and headed toward the club. A bouncer at the door hit them each for the equivalent of about thirty bucks as a cover charge, and then they were allowed inside.

The main room of the club was large, more than a hundred feet square. There were actually two bars, one on the north wall and one on the south, and the stage was set up on the east wall. A rock band was playing loudly as they got inside, one of the more recent American hits but translated into Spanish.

“I’ll order drinks,” Ralph said. “You guys grab us a table. Beer all around, right?”

Both JC and Benny nodded, and Ralph made his way up to the bar that was closest. It took a moment to get the bartender’s attention, and then he held up three fingers. “Tres Modelos, por favor,” he said. The bartender grinned, then fetched three bottles of Modelo beer. JC had told Ralph that it was about the equivalent of a Budweiser back in the States.

The bartender, despite Ralph’s youthful appearance, didn’t even ask for ID. Ralph handed over three hundred pesos, then took the beers and turned to find where the others were sitting. Benny was easy to spot, so he made his way over and passed them around as he took his own seat at the table.

It took only seconds for the local prostitutes to zero in on the three new gringos. For a little money, they were happy to simply sit and keep the men company, and Ralph sprang for the watered-down pay-me drinks they asked for when the barmaid came around. JC had explained how it worked; the girls were given a commission off each drink they convinced someone to buy them, and because they were little more than colored water, they could consume a lot of them. Meanwhile, the patrons were allowed to pretend that these pretty girls simply found them attractive.

“I am Rosita,” one of them said to Ralph in English. “You like what you see?”

Ralph grinned. “I sure do,” he said. “It’s been a while since I saw a girl as pretty as you.”

Rosita pretended to blush, though no color actually rose to her cheeks. Without asking, she sat down on Ralph’s lap, and a couple of other girls did the same with JC and Benny.

A moment later, Ralph spotted Diana coming into the club. She ignored them completely, moving toward the bar and sliding onto a stool. She was instantly surrounded by men, laughing and flirting lightly as she ordered a drink.

Ralph had positioned himself where he could see most of the north side of the club. JC was watching the south side, with Benny keeping an eye on everything behind them. Because the hookers spoke English, they kept their communication with each other to the subcoms.

“Your nine o’clock, Ralph,” JC said in Ralph’s ear. “it’s Valdes, he’s here.”

Ralph grinned at him but said nothing. When Rosita was paying attention to the music again, he messaged Diana. “You see him?”

“I spotted him as I came through the door,” Diana replied through the subcom. “I’m just observing for the moment, but I think I might go ahead and start working on the bait. Let me see if any of these guys know how to dance.”

A moment later, she let one of the men surrounding her take her hand and lead her onto the dance floor. The band struck up a heavy beat, and Diana took the opportunity to demonstrate just what she could do with her body.

“If that don’t get his attention, nothing will,” Benny said. Ralph glanced at JC, who was keeping Valdes in his peripheral vision. 

The Frenchman grinned. “He noticed,” he said a few seconds later. “She’s putting every other girl out there to shame.”

“Yeah, she is,” Ralph muttered.

On an impulse, he tapped Rosita on the shoulder to get her attention. “You dance?”

The girl broke into a big smile and nodded vigorously. She got up off his lap and nearly pulled him out of his chair as they headed toward the dance floor.

Dancing gave Ralph the opportunity to look around the rest of the club, and he spotted Valdes right where JC had said he was. The man was staring toward the dance floor, and it was easy to see that he was watching Diana as she shook her booty for all she was worth.

“Things may happen faster than we thought,” Ralph said through subcom. “He’s definitely paying attention to her. Tommy, make sure you can keep track of where she is.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got her,” Tommy said. “I’m locked on like radar.”

“That’s good, just keep it that way.”

Ralph kept his arms loosely around Rosita’s waist as they danced, and the girl was doing her best to sell him on what she wanted later in the evening. She was grinding against him so vigorously that he couldn’t help but respond, and it was all he could do to keep his mind clear enough to watch what was happening around him.

During the second song, Valdes leaned over to one of the men beside him and said something. The man smiled and laughed, then got up and headed toward the dance floor. Ralph watched as he made his way through the gyrating crowd until he got to Diana, whispering something into her ear. She glanced over to where Valdes was sitting, then smiled and shrugged. She nodded at something the man said, kissed her dance partner’s cheek and then followed the messenger off the dance floor and directly to where the cartel magnate was sitting.

Valdes got to his feet as she approached, and bent over her hand to kiss it gently. “You are quite lovely, my dear,” Ralph heard him say through Diana’s subcom. “Perhaps you would be willing to allow an old man to enjoy your company for a while?”

Diana laughed. “I think it would be my pleasure,” she said. “But you don’t look that much older. And it just so happens that I have a fondness for older men.”

Valdes laughed out loud, then invited her to sit beside him. She did, taking the opportunity as she sat to glance to where Ralph continued dancing with Rosita.

“Okay, we’re on,” Ralph said. “Tommy, don’t you lose her.”

“It’s all good, Ralph, I promise. She’s not going anywhere without me knowing about it.”

“I’m okay, Ralph,” Diana said softly. “It’s all good.”

“We’ll see,” Ralph replied. A few minutes later, he walked Rosita back to the table and sat down.

The evening wore on, and JC and Benny spent some time on the dance floor with their own girls. Ralph kept buying the pay-me drinks and the girls continued to enjoy the company of the three gringo tourists. Everyone seemed to have the idea that they were somehow connected to the drug trade, but no one appeared to be interested in trying to find out more about them, so they just continued to enjoy themselves.

The music was enjoyable and the beer was making all three of the men feel confident and mellow. None of them drank so much as to be significantly impaired, but they all had the simple beer glow that seems to be the goal of the casual drinker.

On a couple of occasions, Ralph noticed that many of the people in the club seemed surprised as Valdes led Diana onto the dance floor. Perhaps he wasn’t known as much of a dancer, but the man definitely had some moves of his own. Between his stylistic endeavors and Diana’s athletic tone and dancing skills, they twice found themselves in a cleared circle on the dance floor. The crowd around them clapped and cheered as the two of them danced to classic hits like “Life in The Fast Lane” and “Hotel California.”

If Ralph didn’t know better, he would’ve sworn they had rehearsed for days to get those moves right.

“Who would’ve thought an old man like that could dance that way?” he asked Diana through the subcom.

“Not me,” she said softly. “He looks old, but this old man has muscle and it’s in very good shape. No wonder he’s so dangerous.”

“No kidding. Is he making any moves on you yet?”

“He’s hinting,” she said. “He hasn’t come out and asked for anything, but I can tell he wants to get me alone.”

“Okay. We’re ready if he starts taking you up the stairs.”

Another hour passed, and then Ralph heard Valdes ask Diana to join him for the night.

“Me?” she asked the older man. “Don’t you have enough girls already?”

“I have many,” Valdes said honestly. “But not as beautiful as you. I would like to come to know you very well.”

She looked at him. “I won’t say you’re not attractive to me,” she said. “There’s something pretty sexy about you, to be honest. What do you have in mind?”

“I have a place, not far from here. A mansion, a beautiful mansion that I have only recently acquired. You would be the first girl I have ever brought there. Perhaps we could stay there a few days, and get to know one another much better.”

“Heads up,” Ralph said. “He’s talking about a different place altogether. Tommy, can that drone keep track of her even away from here?”

“Absolutely. If she leaves with him, it will follow her and keep broadcasting its location to me. I’ll know exactly where she is, all the time.”

“Then keep it warmed up. Diana, I’m going to let you make the call on this one. We’ll all be right on your tail if you go.”

Diana looked at Valdes again, a coquettish smile on her face. “I think I would like that,” she said. “And I would love to see your mansion.”

The cartel leader smiled back. “Then let us leave this place,” he said. “Do you need to make any arrangements?”

She shook her head. “Not really,” she said. “I might need to go back to my hotel and get some clothes tomorrow, but that can wait. First, we should see if we still want to continue this when the sun rises in the morning.”

Valdes leaned back in his chair and cocked his head, his laugh blooming over the people around him. “Oh, my dear one,” he said. “You are so different from other girls I have known. Perhaps you are the one I’ve been waiting for all these years.”

“Waiting for?” Diana asked. “You’ve been waiting for someone?”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “I have been waiting for the one who could fill the empty place in my heart. Perhaps you are she.”

Diana leaned close and brushed her lips against his cheek. “I suppose there is only one way to know for sure.”

Valdes rose, holding on to her hand as he did so, and she stood beside him. He spoke quickly in Spanish to the men around him and a moment later the entourage was walking out the door.

“They’re on the move,” Ralph said. “Tommy, you got them?”

“I’m watching them right now, Ralph. They’re getting into a Hummer, SUV style. Two of the men got in with Valdes and Diana, and the rest are climbing into another Hummer just like it. The bug I put on Diana is showing up like a laser dot—I won’t lose her. Okay, they’re pulling away now.”

“Gentlemen, it’s time to go,” Ralph said. He pulled a wad of bills out of his pocket and pressed them into Rosita’s hand. “Rosita, share these with your friends. We have to go.”

“Go? Why you have to go? You no like Rosita no more?”

“I like Rosita fine,” he said, “but I have to go. I’ll come back tomorrow to see you again.”

Rosita broke into a big smile, and then Ralph watched as she palmed a number of the bills and passed a few to each of the other two girls. He, JC and Benny made their way to the door and out into the night.

Once they were outside, they hurried to where they had left the rental car. “Okay, Tommy, which way did they go?”

“Straight ahead,” Tommy said. “They’re about a mile ahead of you right now, still on the same road.”

“All right, we’re going. Benny, fire it up, let’s get after them.”

Benny started the vehicle and moved out into the traffic lanes. He weaved in and out, keeping a close eye on the traffic around them, which was surprisingly heavy for that time of night. It was going on eleven o’clock, and the area didn’t have a lot of streetlights.

“Okay, they just took a turn onto South Insurgents Ave. It’s a main road, like an interstate highway back home. They’re headed south.”

“Insurgents, insurgents,” Benny muttered. “Okay, I see the sign. Turning onto the ramp now.”

“How far ahead, Tommy?” Ralph asked.

“Not that far,” Tommy said. “You gained some ground on them while they were going across town, they were hitting the lights wrong. You’re maybe half a mile back.”

“Okay, just keep her in your sights. Benny, hold your speed steady. We don’t want to tip them off. With any luck, we can find a way to get to Valdes at this fancy mansion of his.”

“I’ll see if I can help with that,” Diana’s voice cut in. “Maybe I can convince him that we should take a midnight stroll around the grounds.”

Ralph chuckled. “That’s my girl,” he said. “We’re close behind you, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Do I sound worried? This old man is just like... Hey! What the...”

She fell silent.

“Diana? Diana, what’s going on?” There was no response. Ralph looked over at JC, and it was obvious that his heart was suddenly in his throat. “Tommy, she just went quiet. Sounded like something was going on. You still got her?”

“I’m following her with the drone,” Tommy said. “They’re turning south onto 95D, an even bigger highway. I’m bringing the drone down to see if I can get closer, but...”

Ralph blinked. “Tommy? But what?”

There was silence on the subcom for a second, then Tommy came back. “Ralph? The bug just stopped moving. I can see the lights of the two vehicles, and they didn’t even slow down. I’m going down for a closer look.”

“What do you mean it stopped moving? Did he throw her out of the car or something?”

“No,” Tommy said a second later. “He didn’t throw her out of the car, but he found the bug and threw it out. I’m going back up so I can follow the vehicles. Just keep going south on 95D.”

There was silence on the subcoms for a few seconds, and then Tommy came back again.

“Ralph? They vanished. No lights, no SUVs. Ralph, I don’t know where they went.”

“Keep looking!” Ralph said. “We’ve got to find her.”

“Ralph, I’m a thousand feet up and there is nothing. I mean, they couldn’t have gotten that far ahead of me, and there’s nothing on the road up ahead. Those Hummers have disappeared.”

“That’s not good enough,” Ralph shouted. “You find them, you find out where they took her. We are not going back without her, and we are not going to fail to complete this mission.”

“Ralph,” JC said. “He’s doing all he can do. You need to report in, let Noah know what has happened.”

Ralph shook his head. “No, not yet,” he said. “We handle this on our own. She’s ours, and we handle it on our own.”

“And how do we do that? Forgive me, Ralph, but if Valdes found the bug, then he knows she is an operative of some kind. He’s not going to show his face at the club again anytime soon. We’re going to need additional intel if we are going to find him, and finding him is probably the key to finding her.”

Ralph sat in the passenger seat of the car, his jaw clenched as he stared straight ahead through the windshield. Benny was pushing the car to its limits, but there was no sign of the Hummers that had spirited Diana away.

Ten minutes later, he let out a sigh. “Okay, we have no leads. We don’t know anything about where this mansion is, or how to find Valdes again. JC is right, we need additional intel.”

He took a deep breath. “Camelot, this is Pegasus. Camelot, do you copy?” He listened on the subcom for a moment, then tried again. “Camelot, this is Pegasus. Pegasus calling Camelot. Camelot, do you copy?”

“Camelot,” came Noah’s voice through the subcom. “Report, Pegasus.”

“Camelot, Pegasus reports one member of the team is missing. Noah, Diana went with Valdes and we were tailing her. Tommy put a bug on her that he could follow with a drone, but apparently they found it. It got thrown out, and Valdes has vanished with Diana. She was talking to me on subcom and then she went silent. I think maybe she was drugged or something. I heard her say, ‘Hey, what are you doing,’ or something like that, and then she just went silent.”

“This is Camelot. I’ll get our intelligence people on this right away. Any idea where they were going?”

“Valdes told her he had just acquired a mansion, and he was taking her there. He was headed south out of the city, but that’s all we know.”

“It’s a start. I’ll get Molly and our people on this within half an hour. Unless you have another idea, go back to the hotel and wait. I’ll send word as soon as I know something.”

“Yeah,” Ralph said. “I don’t know what else to do, so we’ll head back now. Noah, you find that bastard for me. I want to kill him personally.”

“Just hold it together, Ralph. We’ll find her, and then you can do whatever you want with Valdes.”

* * *
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In the Hummer, Diana was keeping her face turned toward the window and away from Valdes. Over the subcom, she heard Ralph say something about getting to Valdes at his mansion and grinned.

“I’ll see if I can help with that,” she whispered in response as she looked out the window. “Maybe I can convince him that we should take a midnight stroll around the grounds.”

She heard Ralph chuckle at that. “That’s my girl,” he said. “We’re close behind you, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Do I sound worried?” she asked. “This old man is just like...”

Valdes suddenly grabbed her hair, and she felt the prick of a needle in the side of her neck. “Hey! What the...” Her eyes suddenly dimmed as she lost consciousness, the drug taking instant effect.

Valdes leaned close and looked at her face, examining it as if it were a bug on a plate. From his pocket, he took a small device that had a series of lights on it and slowly moved it over her. The lights lit up as it got close to the jewelry she was wearing. He took hold of the pin on her blouse and ripped it off, then broke the chain on the pendant she wore around her neck. He leaned over and powered down the window and tossed them out, then closed the window again.

“Our friend was correct,” he said to the men in the front seat. “She is undoubtedly part of the team sent to kill me. I shall have to reward him for this information.”

“What do we do if her friends find us, señor?” It was the driver who had asked the question.

“We kill them, of course,” Valdes said. “But this one, I think I will keep this one alive. I can think of many ways to enjoy her once we have eliminated her friends.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 7
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Molly had been coordinating with intelligence assets all over the world since early that morning, trying to get any information on where Valdes might have taken Diana Fox. Unfortunately, she wasn’t having a lot of luck. The only thing she had come up with was a vague reference to an estate Valdes had purchased recently, but no one had an exact location.

She was still working at eight o’clock that evening, when Noah and Allison walked into her office at the factory.

“Esmeralda is missing,” Noah said without preamble. “It seems Hercules might have known about her, after all. The fact that she’s missing means that he knew enough to make arrangements to contain her, but we are not absolutely certain about how.”

Molly’s eyes were big and round. “Esmeralda? Good Lord, I’m still trying to figure out what’s going on with Diana. Do you have any kind of information on what could have happened?”

“It appears they staged some sort of an automobile accident. According to Wally, a severe enough impact would shut her systems down and start them on a hard reboot. That would take almost half an hour to complete, so if Hercules could get her into a heavy electromagnetic field before it was finished, he would have her under control. She’d be unable to move or take any action, even though her brain would be functional again.”

“But she has subcom frequencies,” Molly said. “You can’t reach her on subcom?”

Noah shook his head. “According to Wally, all that takes is a Faraday cage. Blocks the signal so he can’t get out and she can’t receive. Jack and Eugene are trying to figure out where she might’ve been taken, and they’re working on shutting down the power grid through the whole city. We’re hoping that will kill the electromagnetic field and let her break out.”

Molly’s fingers were flying over her computer keyboard. “You said she was in a wreck. There’s only been one in Monaco today, a truck hit a car. According to what I’m seeing, the victims of the accident were taken away in an unknown ambulance.”

Noah nodded. “That’s the one,” he said.

“Okay, I’m playing a hunch.” Her fingers continued their rapid staccato on the keyboard, and a moment later she looked at her monitor and her face fell. “I have a feeling she’s not in Monaco anymore,” she said. “The police put out a BOLO on that ambulance, but it never turned up. Another ambulance, however, crossed the checkpoint into France only three minutes after leaving the scene of the accident. It had different markings, but I’m betting it was the same one with some decals either put on or taken off. It wasn’t stopped or inspected because its lights and siren were going. I’m going after satellite imagery, see if I can figure out where it went.”

“Use everything we’ve got,” Allison said. “We cannot afford to lose Esmeralda, or to let any information get out about her. I don’t think the world is ready for Esmeralda. God, can you imagine what the conspiracy theorists would do if they knew about her?”

“I’ve got satellite feed over that area, tracking backward through its timeline now. The whole thing happened only twenty minutes ago, so it shouldn’t be that hard to... Bingo! I’ve got them, at least I’m pretty sure that’s them. It’s an ambulance, right after it went through that checkpoint. It’s headed into Nice, I’m trying to follow it.”

Her eyes suddenly narrowed. “Listen, I switched to infrared to get a better lock on it,” she said. “You said something about a magnetic field? Would that generate a lot of heat?”

“Probably,” Noah said. “Why do you ask?”

“Because the back half of that ambulance is glowing bright red. Something in there was putting out a considerable amount of heat. I would guess it’s around a hundred degrees, maybe hundred and ten Fahrenheit. Definitely hotter than a body, and hotter than the outside of the vehicle.”

“Well, hell,” Allison said. “I would’ve sworn he didn’t know anything about Esmeralda at all, but he’d have to know enough if he could put together a way to control her like this. Contact the French Sûreté, give them everything we’ve got on that ambulance and get them looking for it. We have to locate her as soon as possible, before Hercules has a chance to use her to damage the US even more than it already is.”

“Working on it now,” Molly said.  “What else can we do?”

Allison grunted. “We can’t do anything,” she said. “I have to notify the president.”

She walked out of Molly’s office and headed toward her own. Molly looked up at Noah and raised her eyebrows. “This is bad?”

“This just may be the worst possible scenario we can deal with,” Noah said. “If the world finds out what Esmeralda is, we could be looking at panic in the streets. People are scared to death of robots coming to life and taking over the world, you know? Seeing something like Esmeralda that can actually pass for human, even though it’s a thousand times smarter? That would be a disaster.”

“But why in the world would he try to take her?” Molly asked. “With everything I’ve read about Hercules, I don’t see him as being too interested in the political arena. Granted, it might look bad that we built a robot like her, but what gain would Hercules get from revealing it? And if it’s not political, then what could he possibly want her for?”

“If it’s not political,” Noah said, “then I have to figure he’s got some plan on how he could use her. I doubt if he can actually pull it off, but that may be what’s in his mind. Unless...” He turned away from Molly and took out his cell phone. “Wally? Noah. Tell me something. Would it be possible to reprogram Esmeralda, to put her under someone else’s control?”

Noah listened for a moment, then cut off the call and put the phone back into his pocket. He turned back to Molly, a grim look on his face.

“Wally says it’s barely possible,” he said. “If Hercules can find a programmer that can introduce a new boot sector into her hardware, he could conceivably put her completely under his command. It could conceivably take away her ability to make decisions on her own.”

Molly shook her head. “And Hercules would have the most dangerous secret weapon in the world. God, Noah, we have to find her.”

“Yes, we do. She’s one of us, and we don’t ever leave one of our own out in the cold.”

* * *
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“So, what you’re telling me is that one of America’s biggest secrets is now in the hands of a criminal organization. Is that correct?”

Allison scowled. “I’m afraid it is, Mr. President,” she said.

“And what steps are you taking to recover it?” the president asked.

“Mr. President, we are doing everything humanly possible. We are reaching out to every intelligence agency possible in the attempt to locate the asset before it can be exposed.”

“Very good. I’ll start working on damage control from my end, just in case you’re unsuccessful. Keep me apprised, Allison.”

The line went dead, and Allison put the phone away. She leaned back in her office chair and took a deep breath, then turned to her desk and picked up her office phone. She dialed the number from memory, and waited until a gruff voice answered on the other end.

“Parker,” the old man said.

“It’s me,” Allison said. “Nathan, we have a big problem. Esmeralda has been captured by Hercules, and we do not have any idea what he’s planning to do with her.”

The old man was quiet for a moment. “Tell me what happened.”

“All I know is that she was involved in some sort of an automotive accident, and then got loaded into an ambulance. According to Wally, the crash was enough to shut down her systems and cause some kind of reset. That would take about half an hour, but it appears that Hercules may have known about her after all. We believe she’s being kept in some sort of electrical field, something that keeps her body from working. It also keeps her from being able to contact us, so we aren’t sure if she’s even still intact.”

“How did Noah take this news?”

“He’s frustrated, of course,” Allison said. “Esmeralda has evolved into a person, and most of that happened on his watch. He considers her one of his people, and you know he hates the thought of leaving anyone behind.”

“As well he should. We don’t leave our own out there, even when disavowed. We either bring them in with us, or we eliminate them. There aren’t any other options for our kind.” She heard him let out a sigh. “Dammit, I was ready to retire. Get me a flight. I’ll get to the airfield and be ready in a couple of hours.”

“Thank you, Nathan,” Allison said. “I really need you right now.”

* * *
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For Diana Fox, consciousness returned slowly. She vaguely remembered feeling the needle, but everything else around that moment was fuzzy. She had thought that Valdes had fallen for her act; being injected with something that knocked her unconscious indicated that she had been mistaken.

At first, she kept her eyes closed and simply listened for noises around herself. She didn’t hear anything at all, not even the kind of hushed, barely audible sounds that are common to most buildings, so she carefully opened one eye. All she saw was a wall, a wall with decorative wallpaper that was only a few inches from her face. She was lying on the bed, on her side, and the wall was only inches away.

She listened again, hoping to hear something to indicate whether there was another person in the room, but there was only silence. She let out a groan and rolled over, keeping her eyes almost shut and peeking out underneath the lids. She was alone in a room that was barely bigger than a closet. The only furnishing in the room was the bed on which she lay.

She opened her eyes wider and confirmed that she was alone, then sat up on the bed. Once more she tried to listen for sounds, but there was nothing she could hear. She waited a few more seconds, then spoke subvocally to the subcom. “Activate all,” she said, but nothing happened. “Ralph? Are you there?”

Again, there was no response. She was obviously too far away for a direct connection, and the subcom had failed to find a Wi-Fi network within range. If it had, it would have logged on and her message would be relayed anywhere in the world.

She suddenly reached up to her neck and found her pendant gone. Each E & E operative wore a piece of jewelry that was actually a Wi-Fi hotspot capable of connecting directly to a satellite network. Hers was in a pendant with a cameo image, but it was missing.

“Well,” she said to herself. “This sucks.”

She took stock of herself. She was wearing the same clothes she had put on the evening before when she went to the club looking for Valdes, and she found her shoes on the floor beside the bed. Things had gone a lot more quickly than she had expected, with the old man noticing her and requesting her attention, and she had actually gotten excited at the prospect of the mission being completed so quickly. She had thought he was going to take her to one of the rooms in the building, but then he’d suggested going to his new home. With Tommy able to keep track of her, she didn’t worry as she accepted the invitation. She only thought about how she might get the old man alone in order for Ralph to take him out, and how the other guys would get rid of the body.

“‘The best laid plans of mice and men,’” she quoted in her thoughts. “This definitely sucks.”

She got up from the bed and walked over to the door, only three steps away. She carefully tried the knob, gently, but it was locked. There was a keyhole on her side, so she figured there was another on the outside. Without a key, she wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

There was one window up high in the opposite wall, but it was small and she could tell that there were bars over it. It wasn’t going to be a means of escape, either.

When you’ve eliminated what’s not possible, she thought, then you have to start thinking about what is possible.

She took a deep breath, then started pounding on the door and shouting at the top of her lungs. “Hey! Hey, somebody let me out of here!”

She kept that up for about fifteen seconds, then stopped to listen. There was still not a sound to be heard, but that only made her wonder if the room and the door were soundproofed. Maybe that was why she couldn’t hear anything.

She stepped back and looked at the bottom of the door. There was a small gap underneath it, and she lay down on the floor to try to peek through it. All she could see was floor tiles spreading away in the distance, but she felt a slight breeze coming under the door. She knew that if air could get in, sound could follow; the reason she wasn’t hearing anything was because there was nothing to hear. That made her think she was probably alone in whatever structure she was housed in.

She kicked the door, hard, but it was solid. She hopped on one foot back over to the bed and grabbed the one that had impacted the door, massaging it. That kick had been solid, but the door had been more so. Her foot was likely to swell.

Suddenly, she remembered the bug Tommy had put on her, and glanced down looking for it. It should allow him to track her down, anywhere, but her heart sank when she realized that it was gone. That meant that Valdes or one of his people had found it, and it was probably destroyed. Any hope of a rescue was probably destroyed right along with it.

No, she wasn’t ready to give up just yet. If there was one thing she was sure of, it was that Ralph Morgan wouldn’t give up looking for her unless he felt there was simply no hope. He’d be searching, and with the resources that E & E had available, there was still a reasonable chance that he would find her eventually. All she had to do was survive until then.

She felt her lips twist into a frown at the thought of just what survival might entail, but she’d never been one to give up easily. Whatever Valdes had in mind, she was determined to be tough enough to deal with it.

* * *
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Esmeralda suddenly found herself in an open field, and completely alone. She looked around, trying to figure out just how she had gotten there, but there was nothing but grass and some sort of grain plants as far as she could see. There were no trees, nothing in the distance at all, just an ocean of waving wheat or something like it.

But then there was a sound, and it seemed to come from nowhere. A roaring sound, a sound she recognized as being from some sort of large engine, but no matter where she looked, there was nothing to see. She felt all of her senses heightened, and it dawned on her suddenly that she had an urge to try to flee from that sound. Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell where it was coming from.

And then she could. The sound was behind her, and she spun around just in time to see a large semitruck bearing down on her. Her eyes flew open and for a split second she thought she was about to be run over, that she was about to die, but then she leapt to the side and rolled back up onto her feet. She spun toward the truck, but it was gone, vanished into thin air.

On one level, she realized that she was in the process of having a dream. Another part of her brain, however, was examining the fact that she had just felt the sensation of fear for the first time in her existence.

The reboot completed, and she was suddenly aware of herself physically. She tried to move, but none of her limbs responded. Even her eyes would not open. She could hear and her other senses seemed to be working fine, but she was unable to move or see.

She opened a channel into her subcom frequency and called out to Eugene and the others, but there was no response. She tried connecting to a satellite signal, but it became obvious that no signal was getting through, so she abandoned the effort immediately. She was essentially helpless, and the same sensation she felt in her dream, that sensation of dread that she now recognized as fear, suddenly reared itself again.

“So,” she thought to herself, “this is what it feels like to be afraid.”

The sensation dampened as she began to think logically, but it didn’t go completely away. She reminded herself that, aside from the fact she was a member of Team Cinderella, she was also an extremely valuable asset of E & E. There was no way Noah was going to allow her to be taken without expending every possible effort getting her back.

Completely unaware that she was thinking along the same lines as Diana Fox, she simply told herself that she needed to survive until Noah and the others could find her.
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Chapter 8
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“So, you’re awake,” said the voice of Eric Freeman. “We can detect increased activity in your brain, your computer. Unfortunately, the measures we took to keep you under control make it impossible for you to respond. I’m afraid you’re simply going to have to listen. You know who I am, of course; what you didn’t know is that I’m aware of who you are.” He chuckled. “Or should I say I know what you are? I’ve got to admit, Wally definitely outdid himself with you. They tried to keep you a big secret, but you have captured the attention of someone very powerful, and that has made you extremely valuable. I’m only lucky that I’m the one who was able to capture you, because that’s going to pay off in some big ways for me.” He paused for a second, then went on as if he were just talking to an old friend. “I’ve got to admit, though, I didn’t expect you to be able to act so perfectly human. I honestly cannot imagine the programming that went into that.”

He apparently turned to someone else, because she heard muffled whispering before he began to speak to her again.

“Ron tells me that we might be able to have two-way communication if we cut the power down just a bit on the containment field. Before we do that, though, let me tell you that the field generator we built is powerful enough to fry even your quantum brain. The way it’s set right now, it’s just interfering with your motor control interface, but if we crank it up high enough, it’ll wipe your memory completely. If you make any attempt to escape or be hostile, all it takes is to slap one switch and you will cease to exist. Understand? Well, of course you do, even though you can’t answer me just yet. Wait a moment, we are going to turn the power down a little bit. When you are able to open your eyes, I want you to do so.”

It dawned on Esmeralda that there was some sort of a—she supposed it was a tingling sensation, though she had never experienced one before—throughout her body. As she noticed it, it suddenly began to change, almost like a vibration that was slowing down slightly. That would be the field power being reduced, she figured, and so she tried to open her eyes. A few seconds later, she was successful, and then she found that she could even roll her eyes from side to side.

There was Freeman, and she saw that she was looking through a gap between several windings of copper wire. She was lying inside those windings, and knew that they were generating the electromagnetic field that was keeping her mostly immobile. She tried flexing her fingers, but they would barely move at all, so she relaxed to keep him from noticing the attempt.

“There,” Eric said. “Her eyes are open, that’s enough. Now, Esmeralda, we’re going to employ an old method that was used for people who were paralyzed. I’m going to ask you some questions and I want you to blink once for yes, twice for no. Do you understand me now?”

Esmeralda blinked once.

Eric laughed. “Excellent,” he said. “In that case, tell me: were you sent to kill me?”

She blinked once again.

“That’s what I thought,” Eric said. “I’ve got to tell you, I was just about beside myself when we spotted you at that hotel. We knew the message on the darknet had come from the hotel by its IP address, but seeing you was quite a shock. I’d heard rumors that you were being tested out on missions. I take it those tests were successful?”

She blinked, one time.

“Good. Now, I’m going to let you know what’s happening. When I was notified that you were being sent out on missions yourself, and that my team and I had been sanctioned, I figured there was a pretty good chance that they would send you after me. According to the intelligence I was given, you could be controlled by being placed within an electromagnetic field, and throwing this together only took us a couple of hours. I had actually figured they would send Camelot with you—I was planning to take him out at the same time—but you’re a big enough prize all by yourself. That’s why we built this system to contain you if we could locate you. We needed some way to keep you under control until we were ready to turn you over to your new owner. He’s got some plan to have you reprogrammed, which I would imagine would make you pretty valuable to him. I’m sure you know all about where the Dragon Lady and her outfit have reestablished themselves, and probably just about everything else about them. He’s going to want that information.”

He turned back to the other man that she could barely see through the coils. “How long till we get to the warehouse?”

“Probably another thirty minutes,” his compatriot said. “That’ll be just in time, because this thing is starting to overwork our generator. We need to get outside power hooked to it as quickly as possible, or she’s going to get loose.”

“Just keep her stable until we get there,” Eric said. “There’s plenty of power there, so it shouldn’t be a problem. The generators we set up for the building could power a small city”

“I’m working on it,” Ron said. “Just do me a favor and tell Natalie to get us there as fast as she can.”

“I’m doing the best I can, Ron,” came a woman’s voice. “I don’t think it would be a good idea for us to get pulled over by the French police, now do you?”

Ron only grunted, but said nothing.

Eric leaned close to her again. “I’ve got to tell you that you seem a lot more human in person than I would’ve expected. When we pulled you out of the wreckage, I was surprised to see that you were bleeding. For a minute I honestly thought we had gotten the wrong person, that you were actually alive, but Ron could detect electronics inside your body. We shoved you into the field generator and got out of there, and we’ve been waiting for you to wake up ever since.”

Esmeralda rolled her eyes in the opposite direction from him and saw the body of the man who had been with her lying there. He was badly broken, and obviously dead. She looked back at Eric.

“Him? He was a local, an American ex-pat who did odd jobs for me as a way to pick up some extra money. All he had to do was pick you up and bring you to me, then he was told he was driving you back to your hotel. Don’t worry about him, he was expendable. You’re the one who’s important, the one I was told to get.” He reached in between a couple of the coils and patted her on the arm. “You just relax, we’ll be at our destination shortly. We’ll make arrangements to get you transported to your new owner, then.”

* * * 
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Monday morning found a frantic group trying to figure out what to do at the offices of Home Robotics, LTD. Noah, Allison and Molly were present, along with Jenny and Team Camelot, and even Sarah was there, leaving little Norah in the care of one of the girls who worked at the Manor. They were desperately trying to figure out some way of locating their missing operatives, but nobody was coming up with anything concrete.

“I tracked the ambulance with Esmeralda for about thirty minutes, but then I lost it,” Molly said. “From where I last saw it, it could be anywhere within a hundred-mile radius. I’ve tried everything I could think of, even infrared searches for heavy heat signatures, but there are thousands of them in that area. I just don’t have enough information to work with.”

“We have a similar problem where Diana Fox is concerned,” Noah said. “We have absolutely no leads on where she might’ve been taken. The closest we can get are some rumors about this new estate Valdes supposedly bought, but nothing in any of the online property records gives us a location.”

“Well, we have to do something,” Sarah said. “We can’t just leave them out there. What have we not tried?”

“I’m sure there are thousands of things we haven’t tried yet,” Allison said. “Unfortunately, time is of the essence and we have to consider the possibility that we are beyond any hope of rescuing either of them. Naturally, the US Government is going to disavow them if anything comes out to the public, as well as every other nation in our conglomerate. That might be enough where Diana is concerned, but not Esmeralda. Her very existence is an existential threat to every nation and every human. She’s living proof, pardon the pun, that Artificial Intelligence could produce a superior form of intelligent life. After all the Terminator movies, the whole world is likely to see the US as Skynet, and if she can be reprogrammed as Wally says, then we have to consider the possibility that she would acknowledge where she came from. In that case, disavowal isn’t going to mean very much, and the only thing left is the final option.”

“Final option?” Sarah asked. “What the final option?”

“Detonation,” Noah said. “Esmeralda’s skeleton is made of our super-strong plastic explosive. It takes extreme heat to make it detonate, which is why every bone in her body has a special detonator built into it. We could broadcast a signal that would ignite the detonators, and there wouldn’t be anything left of Esmeralda or anything within a two-hundred-meter radius of her.”

“God, I hope it doesn’t come to that,” Sarah said. “Esmeralda is not just a machine, she’s one of us. She’s family.”

“Yes,” Molly said. “But if she’s exposed, we would have no choice. Otherwise, the US becomes global enemy number one. When I consider the likely ramifications of her existence being revealed, there is a 30 percent chance that the other nuclear nations will decide the United States is too dangerous to allow us to survive. At the very least, I can guarantee that every nuclear weapon on the planet will be aimed in our direction, just waiting for any excuse to push the buttons.”

“As much as I wish things were different,” Noah said, “we need to concentrate our efforts on locating Esmeralda, for all the reasons just mentioned. As for Diana Fox, we’re going to have to let Ralph handle this on his own. Molly has reached out to other agencies to see if there are assets available who might help, so I want to call in every favor we possibly can to assist him.”

“I’m already on that,” Molly said. “I’ve made contact with DEA agents who are working in Mexico who have agreed to help. The Mexico City station chief of the DEA will be meeting with Ralph within the hour. Together, we hope they can locate where Diana was taken and get her back.”

“In addition,” Allison said, “Nathan Parker will be here in a few hours. While the man is pushing eighty, he still has the sharpest mind I’ve ever seen. If anybody can see another approach, it’ll be him. I suggest we break up into smaller groups and brainstorm on these problems, see if we can come up with any new ways to attack them. If you come up with something, sing out.”

It was at that precise moment that her phone rang.

* * *
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It was nearly noon on Sunday before Diana heard anything to indicate that she was not alone in the building. Footsteps in the hallway were coming her direction, and she quickly lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. A moment later, she heard a key rattle in the lock and the door swung open.

“Look at her,” she heard Valdes say. “Still sleeping. Such a beautiful sight for these old eyes.”

“She’s not asleep,” said another voice, a woman. “You! You’re not sleeping, sit up.”

With a sigh, Diana opened her eyes and sat up on the bed. A quick glance showed her that there were three other men with Valdes and the woman, all of them holding weapons. She looked directly at Valdes and saw the glimmer of amusement in his eyes.

“Is this the way you treat all your dates?” she asked.

“Only the ones who have come to kill me,” Valdes said with a chuckle. “We watch everyone who comes into the country, especially around Mexico City. Your little group came in separately, then gathered together in the hotel. My people noticed and began watching you. What you did not know was that we have listening devices in every hotel room in the city. Once you were noticed, it was a simple matter to listen in on your conversations. I was waiting for you when you arrived at the club last night. I knew you would respond to my attentions, so we decided it would be prudent for us to take steps to learn what other efforts might be expended toward my demise.”

Diana tried to look shocked. “Kill you? I didn’t come to kill you, you idiot. I’m a gold digger, baby, and you’re the gold mine. I was planning to seduce you, make you fall in love with me.”

Valdes smiled, then took a cell phone out of his pocket. He looked at the buttons on it for a moment, pushed a couple of them and then held it out. A recording began to play, and Diana’s heart sank.

“According to the dossier,” Tommy said, “Valdes’ favorite watering hole is a place called La Señora de Ixtapa. It’s basically a nightclub with strippers and music, but it’s in a district that is notorious for criminal, cartel-like activities. The federales tend to avoid the area because when they go in, they don’t usually come back out. I’m running a search to find out if they have any kind of security video that I can access; if we can confirm the guy’s there before we make a move, that might be the smartest way to go.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Ralph said. “What’s the deal with the club itself? Is it the kind of place where tourists might go?”

“Not likely. As I said, it’s in a pretty rough district. I’m sure the tourism bureau takes great pains to make sure it doesn’t show up on any of the tourist maps. I don’t think it’s the kind of place most tourists would want to visit.”

Ralph turned to Diana. “Okay, babe,” he said. “How’s your Spanish?”

“Muy bueno,” she said. “Don’t worry, I can pass. What do we know about when Valdes is usually there?”

“Didn’t you read the dossier?” Tommy asked. “He tends to get there around six every evening when he is in the city, and our intelligence says he is. That’s why I’m trying to get some kind of eyes inside the place.”

“If you can’t,” Diana said, “don’t worry about it. I’ll go in tonight and look things over. He’s probably not going to make a move on me the first time he sees me, anyway. I need to set up a bait and get him to follow it.”

Valdes stopped the recording and looked at her. “Now, would you like to begin telling me the truth? While I find you beautiful, you have no value to me other than what I can learn from you. If you will not be truthful, I have no reason to keep you alive.”

Diana scowled at him. “I don’t know that much,” she said. “You heard the recording, I’m just the bait. I was supposed to draw you out, get you to take me somewhere alone so the real team could get to you. I guess you outsmarted us.”

“Of course,” Valdes said. “How do you think I have managed to be so old in my line of work? I have to be smarter than those who would like to eliminate me, and powerful friends help me to accomplish that.” He motioned to one of the men, who stepped into the room and took hold of Diana’s arm. “And now, let us show you hospitality. I’m sure you must be hungry, so we shall go and eat our midday meal. Afterward, we shall begin our discussions regarding who sent you, and who else might be coming.”

* * *
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When the ambulance had arrived at the warehouse and pulled inside, Ron and another man wasted no time getting it connected to heavy cables inside the building. Esmeralda could feel some kind of sensation that told her the electromagnetic field had been strengthened. Her eyelids suddenly refused to respond to commands once again.

Her biggest concern was that with an unexpected power surge, the coils might completely erase her memory. Should that happen, she herself would cease to exist; just as a human being is essentially the result of experiences and memories, so was she the result of her own experiences. Erasing her memory of those experiences would be just like resetting a computer back to factory defaults. All of its additional software and files would be gone, making it a blank slate on which to begin again. That unfamiliar sensation she identified as some kind of fear was present in her thoughts once more.

It wasn’t that she was afraid of dying. Should circumstances call for it, she knew that she was quite capable of sacrificing herself, but she had developed a sense of self-worth that seemed to be acting as a survival instinct. She did not want to die, and would choose to avoid it if at all possible. At the same time, however, she was fully aware that she could be a greater danger to the world than the value she placed on her own existence. Should it become necessary, she was capable of deliberately detonating the explosives within her body, or of initiating a memory wipe on her own, and was carefully considering what developments might qualify as requiring either action.

The back doors of the ambulance had been swung open, and she could hear Hercules and his people moving about. They had apparently not yet realized she was immobilized once again and were going about some business of their own. It was almost a half hour before she heard them approaching the ambulance once more.

“All right,” she heard Eric say. “What’s the next step?”

“I need to find a way to turn her off,” Ron said. “If I could do that, then we don’t have to worry about her trying to escape or anything. If we try to ship her off while she’s awake, at least while her computer’s functioning, there’s always the possibility that a power failure could turn her loose unexpectedly. I hate to think about what she could do if that were to happen.”

Eric leaned inside and looked at Esmeralda’s face. “How about that, sweetheart? Is there a way to turn you off?”

Her eyes did not move, and Ron climbed inside to look at the board that was controlling the electromagnetic field coils. “Power spiked up a bit,” he said. “Let me adjust downward again.”

A few seconds later, she felt the power decline and was able to blink again. She turned her eyes toward Eric, wishing there were some way she could convey her thoughts. They were intricately involved in planning his dismemberment.

“Okay, let’s try this again. Is there a way to turn you off?”

Esmeralda blinked twice. Other than destruction, there was no way to turn her computer off without removing it from its power supply, but she wasn’t going to give them any ideas.

Eric sucked on the inside of his cheek for a moment. “How about if we disconnect your power? Take out your batteries, or whatever?”

Removing her power supply would work, but not instantly. Within her quantum computer were a number of capacitors that stored energy. She calculated that she could probably continue operating for up to six minutes on the capacitors alone. That would be cut down to about two minutes if she were physically active, but that might be enough time. In the split second between Eric’s question and her response, she ran through more than ten thousand possible scenarios for how to use those two minutes and decided on a calculated risk.

She blinked once.

“That’s the ticket, then,” Eric said. “You have to remove her batteries. That will shut her down so you can do what you need to do.”

Ron shook his head. “No, that’s not going to work. She needs to have enough power to maintain her memory or she’d end up like a blank computer; she’d have to be completely reprogrammed, and I don’t know who could do it. We just need a way to keep her from being fully aware and awake.”

“Well, you get her turned off and you can probably figure out how to accomplish that, right?”

Ron shrugged. “Yeah, maybe. I guess it’s worth a try. All I have to do is figure out where the batteries are and how to get to them.”

Eric sucked on his cheek again. “Is there any way to make it so she can talk without turning her loose? I think she’s smart enough to know she’s not going to escape, so she might tell us what we want to know in order to avoid any serious damage.”

The intelligence man shook his head. “If I turn the power down enough to let her talk, she’s going to be able to move more than just her mouth. I don’t think we dare risk it, not yet.”

“Then how are you going to find her batteries?”

“The hard way, I guess. I’ll have to cut through her skin. I’m pretty sure they’ll be somewhere in her abdominal cavity, or maybe in her chest. They must be fairly advanced batteries, to let her stay active for long periods of time. I’m dying to see just what kind they are.”

“I can answer that,” Eric said. “When I was getting the report about her, he told me that her batteries are made of some kind of diamonds that produce electricity. Supposedly, they don’t run down for hundreds of years, or something like that.”

Ron stared at him. “Diamond batteries? I’ve heard of it, but I didn’t think anybody had ever made any big enough to be functional. Of course, R&D has an unlimited budget, so if anybody could do it I suppose they could.”

“Yeah, especially with Wally Lawson running the show. That crazy mad scientist does things that everyone else in the world considers impossible, and he does it like it’s just no big deal.”

Ron looked at him for another moment, then looked at Esmeralda. “Then, I guess I’d better get started.”

* * *
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Allison called Noah to come back to her office, and he arrived only moments later.

“Something new?” Noah asked.

“Of course,” Allison said. “On top of everything else, we’ve just gotten a new mission. Our British hosts have asked us to eliminate a criminal kingpin in London. His name is Randall Stiles, and he seems to be the area’s biggest drug lord. According to your old friend Catherine, Mr. Stiles is probably responsible for more than half the drug-related deaths throughout southern England.”

Noah nodded. “Aladdin is here, Mark McCullers,” he said. “We could use him, or you could give it to Jenny. I get the feeling she’s anxious to get back into the swing of things.”

“Is she ready? She was having a pretty rough time of it for a little while there, as I recall.”

“I’d say she’s not quite the psychopathic killer she used to be, but she’s still capable. I don’t have any doubts about her being able to handle a mission.”

“Then make it so,” Allison said. “They don’t care how it happens, they just want him gone. She doesn’t have to get fancy or anything, just kill the guy and be done with it.”

“I’ll get her to gather the team and meet up with you and Molly here.” He got to his feet and started toward the door.

“You do that,” Allison said, reaching for her phone. “I’ll get Molly started on it, as well.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 9
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Ralph was angry. He had been sitting in the room for hours, just waiting for Noah or someone to get back to him. Somehow, he had to find a way to track down Diana. The best they could come up with was to try to hook him up with some DEA agents, or some assholes from the CIA.

What he knew about the CIA had come from books, but the DEA was something he was more familiar with. He had grown up under his father, who ran a large part of the drug trade throughout the central part of the US for many years. They had referred to it as the Ozark Mafia and it was based in Northwest Arkansas, but the Morgan reach had extended all the way into Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Colorado, Missouri, Iowa, Illinois and even further. The DEA had tried repeatedly to bust the gang, but old man Morgan had been too smart for them. Whenever one of their agents got too close, he ended up as pig fodder.

As a result, Ralph didn’t think highly of the DEA. While he had never been involved in murdering any of them himself, he knew that it had happened. People who were dumb enough to get murdered by drug dealers, in his opinion, weren’t smart enough to be of any help in this situation.

Finally, the knock came on the door. Ralph nodded to JC, who opened it.

Two men stood there, both of them dressed like typical Mexico City street hoods. One of them glanced at JC, then at Ralph and Tommy. Benny was sitting in another part of the room, out of the line of sight.

“One of you guys Morgan?” the first man asked.

“That’s me,” Ralph said.

Both of them stepped inside and shut the door behind themselves. They took out their ID and held it up to be seen.

“I’m Special Agent Henry Alvarez, and this is Special Agent Pedro Morales. We were told to offer you any assistance you require from us.”

Ralph popped up off the bed where he’d been sitting. “Just tell me where I can find Juan Carlos Valdes,” he said. “Rumor has it he bought some big fancy place not long ago, somewhere around Mexico City. I want to know where it is.”

Alvarez and Morales looked at one another, then turned back to Ralph. “We’ve heard about that place, but we have not seen it. No one knows precisely where it is, not yet. We had been working on trying to locate it, but we have not had any success so far. It’s likely that it’s going to be the new headquarters of the Compadres Cartel.”

Ralph shook his head. “That’s not good enough,” he said. “Valdes has one of my people, and I want her back. If you can’t tell me where to find him, then you’re not much good to me.”

Morales held up a hand, asking Ralph to be patient. “I only said we do not know where the house is,” he said. “I did not say we cannot help you find Valdes. We know who you are, and that you can do things we cannot. What we can do is bring you to the man who would know where that house is located. We cannot question him, because it would blow our covers and we are not permitted to kill in order to protect ourselves. You, on the other hand, you are authorized to kill whomever you need to in the performance of your duties.”

Ralph grinned. “Now you’re talking,” he said. “Let’s go get him.”

“We have already taken him, and he is being held by another member of our team in a safe location. If you’re ready, we can go now.”

Ralph snapped his fingers and both Benny and JC got to their feet. “Tommy, you stay here. We may need your talents as well, so you stay close to your computer. Keep communications open.” He looked meaningfully at Tommy, who got the message: keep the subcom on.

“All right, we’re ready,” Ralph said. “We’ll follow you.”

Morales nodded, and then he and Alvarez led the way out the door. The four men walked down the hall together to the elevator and rode it down, then left the building. Morales and Alvarez waited at their car while Benny fetched the SUV that Team Pegasus was using. When he pulled out of the parking lot and picked up Ralph and JC, Alvarez put their car in gear and led the way.

“Something about this seems wrong,” JC said. “I cannot put my finger on it, but these men seem not to be who they say they are.”

“Yeah, I caught that too,” Ralph said. “Stay locked and loaded, because we don’t know what’s going to happen when we get where we’re going.”

“Dammit, my mom always told me there would be days like this,” Benny muttered. “I’m just saying, you do realize that if we get killed, there won’t be anybody left to go rescue Diana. You know that, right, Ralph?”

“We’re not going to get killed,” Ralph said. “Trust me, I’m not going to let that happen. We’re going to get her back, one way or another.”

The drive took almost half an hour, and they pulled into the parking lot of what looked like a dilapidated industrial building. Morales and Alvarez drove around behind the building and stopped, then they got out of the car and waited for Pegasus to catch up.

“We have him in here,” Morales said. “We are not going to go inside with you, because he has not seen us yet. We don’t want him to know who we are, because we have managed to get into some good positions within the cartel. If he finds us working with you, we will be exposed and all of our work will go down the drain.” He glanced at Alvarez, then turned back to Ralph. “Mr. Morgan, we have to ask you to be certain he cannot tell anyone what happened to him. The man who is holding him for you is another of our agents, but he is not undercover. His name is Gonzales, and he’s a good man. When you enter the building, he is going to leave because we are not supposed to know any details about what you do. We are simply asking you to make sure that the man you’re going to question is not able to tell anyone what you asked.”

“He won’t,” Ralph said. “I don’t know why you want him dead, but it’s obvious that you do. If he hasn’t seen your face, he can’t blow your covers, so I suspect there’s something else behind the request. To be honest, I don’t care. You can tell me where Valdes is holding my agent, that’s enough for me. As a reward, I’ll make his death quick and easy.”

Alvarez nodded, but Morales was grinning. He pointed toward the rusted doorway in the side of the building, and Ralph turned and started toward it with JC and Benny following.

When he opened the door, all Ralph could see was darkness except for one spot of light in the middle of the floor. In that spot of light was a man bound to a chair, a cloth bag over his head. Another man was standing beside him, and he looked up quickly as the door opened. When he saw Ralph and the others coming his way, he began walking toward the door.

None of them spoke as the DEA agent left the building. A second later, they heard a car start and drive away, and they were alone with the man in the chair. Ralph reached out and snatched the bag off his head, and the man began blinking furiously as his eyes reacted to the light.

“You’re Americans,” the man said. “What are you, DEA? I’m not going to tell you anything. You people should know that by now.”

Ralph stood back and looked at him for a moment. “We’re not DEA,” he said after a brief silence. “We are not even here. We don’t exist, but that’s a good thing. Since we don’t exist, no one will be upset with you for telling us what we want to know. Right?”

The man laughed. “You’re funny, you’re the clown,” he said. “I will tell you nothing.”

Ralph shook his head. “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “You’re going to tell me where Mr. Valdes has taken the woman who works for me. He met her at La Señora de Ixtapa, and he took her to his new mansion. I want to know where that mansion is, and you’re going to tell me.”

The man in the chair laughed again. “You want your puta back? I think that by now, Señor Valdes has already ruined her for you.”

“That was your first chance,” Ralph said. “You only get two more. Tell me where the mansion is, where Valdes took her. If you don’t, the third chance is going to be quite painful.”

The fellow cocked his head and looked at Ralph closely. “What are you, a child? A boy? What can you do to me that is worse than what Señor Valdes would do if I betray him?”

Ralph reached into his pocket and pulled out a Swiss Army knife. He opened the long blade and ran his thumb along its edge. “I need to sharpen this thing one of these days,” he said, as if talking to himself. Then he looked up at the man in the chair. “What can I do that’s worse than what Valdes would do? Try this on for size. I can keep you alive for a month, giving you just enough food and water to keep you going, using antibiotics to keep my work from getting infected, while I peel your skin off just a square inch at a time. You’ve heard of the death of a thousand cuts? I can keep you alive well past three thousand. And if you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’m going to begin to demonstrate that to you. And just so you know, it’s even worse with a dull knife like this.”

For the first time, the cartel member’s confidence seemed to waver. He looked at the small knife in Ralph’s hand and swallowed hard.

“I’m afraid I cannot tell you what you want to know,” he said. “I had never been to this new house. I do not know where it is.”

“Well, then it sucks to be you,” Ralph said. “I think I’ll take the first square inch off your face. JC, you want to hold his head steady for me?”

JC stepped up and took hold of the man’s head, tilting it to the right. The man was talking up a blue streak, trying to beg while convincing Ralph that he didn’t know the answer, but Ralph ignored him. He held the knife with his right hand and quickly cut into the man’s left cheek, a shallow cut that made a lopsided circle, and then he dug the point of the blade in under it and ripped the skin off.

The man screamed, and the scream seemed to go on forever. In reality it lasted only a minute, but by the time it wound down, the man gasping for breath, the pain was still just as intense as it had been when it first happened.

“As I said,” Ralph said, “I can do this over and over and over. You’ll be begging me to kill you before long, but I won’t unless you tell me what I want to know. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, yes I understand,” the man shouted. “I promise you, I do not know...”

“Hold him,” Ralph said, and he leaned in and cut another small circle, digging it out just like the first one. “Go ahead, scream, nobody can hear you but us. When you get done, the question will still be waiting for your answer, and if you don’t give me the answer I want, we’ll just do it all again.”

“You son of a bitch!” the fellow screamed. “This is insane, you are crazy! I tell you, I do not know where the house is! Please, please, you must believe me.”

“I don’t have to believe anything,” Ralph said. “All I have to do is keep peeling off bits of skin. Sooner or later, you’re going to tell me what I want to know, and then I’ll put you out of your misery.” He grinned. “But maybe that’s the problem. Maybe you’re not yet at the point where you want to be put out of your misery. Here, let me fix that.”

This time he ripped the man’s shirt open and did his cutting on his belly. Another circle about an inch in diameter, and then the blade slipped in underneath it and it was yanked away.

When the screaming subsided this time, the man was sobbing. He sounded like a heartbroken child, his deep, racking sobs reaching all the way down to his soul.

“Where did he take her?” Ralph asked.

The man only shook his head, not trusting his voice to speak. The sobbing continued.

“Well, crap,” Ralph said. “This is just taking too long.” He leaned down and cut the man’s belt, then unfastened his pants and began pulling at them. When he couldn’t pull them down, he simply took the knife and began sawing at the fabric at the crotch of the pants.

It suddenly dawned on the man in the chair that Ralph was clearing a path to his manhood. He made a heroic effort to get his sobbing under control, then looked at Ralph through eyes filled with tears.

“Please, please, señor, I tell you I do not know. Please do not do what you are thinking.”

“Little late for that,” Ralph said. He motioned for JC to assist, and the big man held the fellow’s legs apart. Ralph could see his genitals exposed there before him, and he reached down to touch the tip of the penis with the point of his knife. “Now, tell me again how you don’t know the answer to my question.”

The man shrieked as the knife pressed only slightly, the point too dull to actually pierce the skin without more pressure, but then he shook his head and looked at Ralph pleadingly.

“Please, please, I will tell you, I will tell you everything,” he said. “I know where the house is, please do not do anything more. I will tell you, I will tell you everything, everything you want to know.”

“Tell me exactly where the house is,” Ralph said, “and I mean exactly.”

The man rattled off directions, based off of Highway 95D. Benny noted them down on a piece of paper, and then handed it to Ralph.

“Tommy, you there?” Ralph asked.

“I’m here, I heard all that,” Tommy said in reply. “I’m looking at satellite photographs of the area now, and I can confirm that there is a large house on the property. I’m looking for a satellite that might be pointed in that general direction now, so I can get a real-time update. Give me a few minutes.”

“Get on it, tell me something. I have to decide what to do with this guy, and if we’re done with him, that’s not going to be a hard decision.”

“Just hang tight,” Tommy said. “I got one, now I’m just trying to call up its feed.” He went silent for almost half a minute, then came back on the subcom. “I think that’s the place,” he said. “I have a long sideways view, but it looks like I see a pair of black Hummers there. There are several other vehicles as well, and it appears that there are men patrolling the grounds. I can’t zoom in enough to make out details, but I would bet those are guards, and probably heavily armed.”

“Well, then,” Ralph said to his captive. “It looks like today’s your lucky day. You told me the truth, or so it seems. In return, I’m not going to make you suffer anymore.”

The man looked at him through eyes that were red-rimmed with pain and tears. Ralph reached under the light jacket he was wearing and pulled a pistol out of the back of his waistband, brought it around and shot the man between the eyes. As his body went limp, Ralph turned without a word and headed toward the car.

Benny choked, but didn’t say anything. JC took hold of his arm and hurried him out the door toward the car.

“Benny, you know where to go?” Ralph asked.

Benny nodded. “Tommy is sending the GPS coordinates to my phone now.” He pressed a button on his phone and the voice began telling him to head back toward the street in front of the building. “NAV says we’ll be there in thirty-two minutes.”

Ralph nodded. “Make it thirty,” he said.

Benny put the SUV in gear and drove out from behind the building. The traffic on the street was light and it took him only moments to be headed in the right direction. His navigation app told him about a shortcut that would save three more minutes, so he took it and they were on the major highway only a few minutes later. The speedometer on the car was reading 120 kph, and Benny felt good about making the thirty minutes a reality.

“When we get there, we hit them and we hit them fast,” Ralph said. “JC, as we approach the place I want you to look for a good sniper perch. I think it would be a good idea to have you on overwatch. How good is the scope on that rifle Miguel gave you?”

“Get me within twenty-five hundred yards and I can tell what color eyes the target has. I’ll be able to keep an eye on you.”

“Good. Primary mission is still to eliminate Valdes, but we’re going to have to take out all of them, now. I want you to pick off as many as you can, and let Benny and me tackle the rest.”

“Yes, sir,” JC said. “What about civilian staff?”

“Everyone,” Ralph said. “We kill them all and let God sort them out later. When you spot Diana, I want you to keep as close an eye on her as you can, don’t let anyone get to her other than us.”

“I will do everything I can, mon ami. I want to bring her out, as well.”
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Chapter 10
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Jenny and Team Camelot had spent less than fifteen minutes in Allison’s office. They were given identity kits and cell phones containing all the information they would need to track down Randall Stiles, including several different photos of the man. Within fifteen more minutes, they were on the way to London with Cody behind the wheel.

“Now, this is the kind of mission I like,” Jenny said. “Close to home, no long airplane trips to put up with, and we don’t have to worry about trying to sneak back out of the country.” She was in the backseat with Neil, while Marco sat in the front shotgun seat. Renée had stayed back at the house because they didn’t anticipate needing her for this quick and dirty mission.

“Don’t get yourself cocky,” Neil said. “I looked through the whole dossier on this guy, and he’s a pretty dangerous character. He’s suspected of killing more than a dozen London police officers, including four different inspectors. He might not be all that easy to take out.”

“He will be if he doesn’t see it coming,” Jenny said. “Let’s face it, he sees me coming at him, he’s not likely to think I’m there to cut his throat. That way, when I do, it’ll be a big surprise.”

* * *
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In a previous life, Ron Wheeler had been a rising star in the world of computer science. He had graduated from MIT at the top of his class, was hired instantly by Google’s parent company, Alphabet, to work on their AI systems, and had been instrumental in the development of some of its most popular software. Three years later, he was enticed into leaving Alphabet for Tesla, where he made great improvements to the electric carmaker’s autopilot software. He stayed with Tesla less than a year, before being tapped by his alma mater to head up research into quantum computing.

Had he kept his nose clean, he probably would’ve developed a system that would eventually become sentient, but Ron had a dark side.

It had started back when he was in high school, only sixteen years old. Ron was the typical high school nerd, the kind of boy that couldn’t get anywhere with the popular girls, and it festered inside him. Late one night, when he was heading home from a friend’s house, he spotted Alisha Vickers walking along the dark road. She had gotten into a fight with her boyfriend and made him let her out of his car, after which he drove off “to let her think about how she was acting.”

Alisha was a cheerleader, one of the prettiest and most popular girls in school. Ron stopped to offer her a ride and she accepted, climbing into his battered Oldsmobile gingerly, as if afraid she might catch something from it. This didn’t go unnoticed by Ron, but he contained his irritation and tried to make small talk.

“How come you’re out here this late at night?” he asked.

Alisha glanced over at him, then sneered. “Mind your own business, okay?” she said.

The irritation suddenly became anger, and that anger was fueled by all the rude comments he had endured for years from girls like her. Without really thinking about what he was doing, he suddenly turned off down a dirt road, one that was surrounded by forest and invisible from the outside.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Alicia demanded, but Ron just grinned at her.

When he stopped the car, she tried to get out but the inner door handle on that side was broken. Ron told himself later that all he really wanted to do was talk to her, but she had gone berserk when he moved in to try to kiss her. She swung a fist and caught him on the nose, and that’s when everything went fuzzy.

When Ron came back to his senses, he was outside the car and Alisha was lying on the ground. Her clothing was ripped and he vaguely remembered forcing himself upon her, dragging her out of the car and throwing her to the ground “to teach her a lesson about how to treat people.”

Her head struck a rock; the puddle of blood around her, soaked into her hair, told the rest of the story.

Some people panic when they realize they’ve crossed a line. They’re not sure what to do next, so they run around like frightened chickens, leaving a trail behind that’s easy to follow, but Ron’s mind suddenly went into cold, precise calculations.

If anyone ever found out what he’d done, his life would be over. He dragged her body into the trees and then went back to his car and looked in the trunk for something to dig a grave, but there was nothing there. He started to go back and begin digging with his bare hands, but then he noticed a bottle of cooking oil that had probably fallen out of a grocery bag once when he was running errands for his mother.

It hadn’t rained a lot lately, and the fire hazard was pretty high according to the Forestry Service signs along the highways. The section of forest he was in was isolated, however, cut off from the rest of the nearby forest by a number of farms that surrounded it. A fire here wouldn’t spread very far, but it would get hot enough to make short work of what was left of Alisha Vickers.

He carried the bottle back to her body and then walked downwind about fifty yards. He knew it would look suspicious if the fire began right where her bones would be found, so he wanted the point of ignition to be somewhere else. He poured some oil down the side of a large dead tree, then used a lighter to ignite some dry grass at its base. It took only seconds for the oil to catch, and then the tree was blazing a minute later. Ron hurried back to his car and turned it around, then drove back toward the blacktop. As he did so, the fire was spreading from tree to tree and had already reached the point where Alisha lay.

He tried to put it all out of his mind, pretend it never happened. He was quite good at feigning innocence, and seemed to be just as shocked as everyone when the badly burned bones were identified a couple of weeks later. Everyone suspected it was Alisha, because she had gone missing two weeks before after a fight with her boyfriend, but it was still an emotional and traumatic time for the students.

Alisha’s boyfriend was arrested for the murder; Ron felt a sense of pride that he had gotten away with the crime. It became commonplace for him to call up the memories and think them through every night, and it gradually morphed into a source of pleasure.

Six months later, reliving the memories wasn’t enough anymore. He told his mother that he was going to stay with a friend across town for a weekend, but he’d actually driven almost a hundred miles away to a local college community. That night, he had driven around till he spotted a girl alone on a dark street. Her body was found a week later, wedged up under a small bridge over a fast-flowing creek.

Ron followed the story on the news for the three weeks that it was fresh enough to be mentioned periodically, but police had no suspects and no leads. Once again, he’d gotten away with murder, and it became his drug of choice.

Over the next nine years, Ron gave in to the temptation seventeen more times.

Police and FBI knew there was a serial killer on the loose, but Ron proved to be especially adept at not leaving any physical evidence. There was no pattern they could discern in his choice of victims; other than the fact that they were all female, no two of them were alike. There were blondes, brunettes, redheads, short, tall, thick and thin. They ranged in age from seventeen to thirty-eight. Income levels ran the gamut from poverty-stricken to moderately wealthy, some were educated and some were not, their clothing and makeup styles were all different and there was nothing that could connect any of them to any of the others.

It wasn’t until shortly after Ron’s last victim was found that a young FBI agent came up with the idea of trying to determine who had been reasonably close to the scene of each crime, and struck pay dirt by writing a computer program that scanned through traffic tickets nationwide. The murders had taken place in smaller towns not far from Mountain View and Palo Alto in California, the area around Boston in Massachusetts, and the earliest known victim was in Carbondale, Illinois. Ironically, they never connected Alisha’s murder as part of the pattern.

Ron Wheeler had gotten tickets in Mountain View, Palo Alto and the Boston area. Out of only seventeen people who had gotten tickets in all three of those areas, he was the only one who had been anywhere near Carbondale when that murder had occurred. When the agent began looking at him, he discovered the murder of Alisha Vickers, and things began to fall into place.

Ron was brought in for questioning and seemed more than willing to comply. He was so open and seemingly honest about himself that the agents who interviewed him began to think they were barking up the wrong tree. It wasn’t until they told him there was a witness to the last murder in Boston that he suddenly became nervous. They carefully built up the story of the witness, how the witness had seen the victim approached by a man whose description Ron fit, and they did a good job of reconstructing how the murder had gone down, including a few details that only the killer would know.

The longer they talked about it, the less Ron was willing to talk back. Finally, one of the agents commented that he probably would’ve gotten away with it had the witness not seen him grab the girl out of the Super Saver parking lot, which was when Ron blurted out, “That’s not where I got her...”

His face fell as he realized he had just implicated himself in the last murder. Somehow, a sense of relief also flooded through him, as he realized that his murder spree was over. Like any other addict, he had long wanted to be free of his addiction but had been unable to resist when the craving hit him. At least now, he wouldn’t be killing anyone else.

Ronald Wheeler made a full confession, and everyone who had ever known him was shocked. He had always seemed like a nice, generous human being; he was always going out of his way to help people and even volunteered with different local charities wherever he lived.

With a guilty plea, he was able to negotiate a plea deal that would allow him the possibility of parole in forty years. He was sentenced to prison and quickly became acclimated to his surroundings, but then he’d had a visit from Allison Peterson. He’d been locked up for a year, and the craving was all over him. When Allison told him he could be part of a team that killed people, and might even be the lead assassin himself, he took the offer she made and a few nights later it was reported that he had committed suicide in his cell.

He had been assigned to Team Hercules as intelligence agent because of his computer skills, but he was often given the opportunity to participate in the actual killings. As far as Ron was concerned, he had found a place where he fit into the world perfectly.

Computers and the potential they offered were still his first love, however. He had always built his own, and things were no different with E & E; rather than take the computer off-the-shelf like most others did, he simply bought the components he wanted and built a laptop of his own that rivaled many of the most powerful computers in the world. He had written an AI program that was advanced enough to allow him to use the computer with his voice alone, never having to touch the keyboard at all unless he chose to.

When Eric had decided not to come in after everything fell apart, Ron had chosen to stick with him. The prospect of making a lot of money was appealing, but even more so was Eric’s promise that he would let Ron handle some of the killings himself in the future.

The team took on a number of difficult assassination contracts, and managed to pull them all off. As they did so, their reputation in the criminal world grew rapidly and they developed a number of powerful contacts. Now, one of those contacts had told Eric about Esmeralda, and they had agreed to try to capture the robot for him.

It had taken most of the day to get everything set up the way they wanted it, but at last they had Esmeralda secure in the field generator with the power level set so that her body was still immobilized, but she should be able to move her head and speak.

“Okay, Esmeralda,” he said. “Let’s see how this is going to work. Can you hear me okay?”

“I can hear you,” Esmeralda said. She quickly tried accessing the satellite, just to see if it might be possible, but there was still no response.

“Good, good. Now, what can you tell me about your programming?”

“I’m not permitted to discuss my program with anyone who is not authorized to do so. This is a part of my basic operating system, and I’m not able to override it.”

Ron nodded. “Yeah, I kinda expected that. Where will I find an interface port to your computer, and what kind of port is it?”

“I’m not permitted to discuss my physical parameters with anyone who is not authorized to do so. This is a part of my basic operating system, and I’m not able to override it.”

“That’s a pity,” Ron said. “I hate to have to start cutting up your skin to try to find it. Can you give me a clue? A hint?”

“I’m not permitted to discuss my physical parameters with anyone who is not authorized to do so. This is a part of my basic operating system, and I’m not able to override it.”

“Okay, you can stop saying that over and over. I have to find a physical connection, because I can’t connect to you wirelessly as long as you’re in the field generator. Obviously, I also can’t get you out of the generator because you’d probably rip me apart.”

“This is certainly true.” Esmeralda tried moving her fingers and toes, but they wouldn’t even twitch.

Ron spun his chair around to look at her, then rolled over closer to the field generator. It had been removed from the ambulance and was now sitting on a long table, so her head was almost on a level with his as he sat. He reached through the gap in the coils and began poking at the back of her neck.

“This is a logical place to put a port,” he said. “Base of your skull, right where your computer brain connects to your electronic nervous system. Am I getting warm?”

“I’m not permitted...”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.” He continued pressing on her skin, feeling through it for someplace where some sort of connector might go. “There has to be a port somewhere, because that’s the only way you could’ve received your initial programming. Eric wants me to keep you looking human if we can, but if I have to peel off your skin to find it that’s going to be hard to do.”

He gave up on the back of her neck and started moving around her throat, pressing his fingers all over it.

“Amazing,” he said. “I can actually feel a pulse in your carotid. I’ll admit, it would be very hard to tell that you aren’t human just from any kind of normal observation.”

He continued pressing on her skin all over her face, then stopped and looked at her. “Esmeralda, open your mouth as wide as you can.”

In less time than it took for the sound of his words to reach her ears, she considered whether or not to obey. Since there was no possibility that it would provide him with any information on what he was looking for, she decided to do so. She opened her mouth wide and turned her face toward him.

“Nope, it’s not in there,” he said. “But it’s got to be somewhere.” He began to feel around the upper part of her chest, but then stopped. “Forgive me, but your clothes are in the way.” He turned away for a moment, then came back with a small knife in his hand. He caught the neck of her blouse and sliced neatly down the front of it, then laid it aside. Next, he cut the center strap of her bra and moved it away, as well.

“Incredible,” he said. “You look absolutely real, everywhere. I suppose that was a necessity, though, because you might have to be able to pass all sorts of physical inspections at times.” He began feeling all over her skin again, chuckling as he did so. “You know, under other circumstances this would be a whole lot more fun.”

“I doubt it,” Esmeralda said. “You’re honestly not my type.”

Despite himself, Ron guffawed. “Unbelievable,” he said. “You even have a sense of humor. Our friend told us there were rumors that you were actually becoming self-aware. Were they true?”

“I’m not permitted to discuss...”

“Oh, shut up.”

He continued his inspection but didn’t find anything that he felt might be the port he was looking for. Eric and the others were gone somewhere for a bit, so he didn’t want to do anything until they got back, but it was probably going to be necessary to start cutting through her skin to find it.

He checked the status of the field generator and saw that it was stable, then walked away and went to a small room toward the back of the building. It had once been the break room for people who worked there, and they had it set up with a refrigerator and microwave. He was a little hungry, and decided it was time to have a bite to eat.

Esmeralda watched him go, then began trying to think of how she might escape. With no way to contact her team or anyone else, any hope of escape was going to be up to her. Being unable to move inside the field, however, was going to make any attempt very difficult.

Nelson the spider, on the other hand, seemed to be immune to electromagnetic fields. He was able to move in and out of them in order to draw power to charge his batteries, and his mobility never seemed to be affected. And, while she couldn’t get a signal outside the Faraday cage that surrounded the generator, she could make a connection with his tiny computer. She sent the signal to him, and he came crawling out of her pocket and up onto her belly.

Nelson’s computer was relatively simple, about as powerful as an average PC. Its advantage was in miniaturization, of course, and the ultra-miniature memory chips Wally’s people had developed for it. Nelson was going to have to be her rescuer, but once he left the confines of the coils, she would not be able to contact him again. Therefore, it was necessary to program him to do everything she wanted him to do.

Her quantum computer brain began composing the program. It was going to be the most complex, detailed program she had ever written for a standard operating system, and if her brain had not been capable of processing thoughts thousands of times faster than a human brain, it would have been impossible.
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Chapter 11
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Benny pulled the SUV off the dirt road a half mile short of the gate into the estate that was their destination, moving it into the desert and between a few of the sand dunes until it was out of sight from the road. The three of them got out of the vehicle and JC opened up the back to distribute the weapons. Ralph and Benny each took a pair of Smith & Wesson 9 mm pistols and a Colt SMG 9 mm submachine gun, while JC quickly assembled and loaded the Barrett M82 fifty caliber sniper rifle. The dune they were hiding behind was ideal for a sniper position, and they made their way to the top of it to look over the situation.

“I have an excellent view,” JC said after looking through the scope. “There are three guards on this side of the house, two of them on the grounds and one on the balcony on the upper floor.”

“All right,” Ralph said. “When I give the word, take out the one on the balcony first, then the other two quick as you can. Benny and I will take care of any direct opposition, but anyone who shows himself to you is a fair target.”

“Oui, yes, sir,” JC said. He wriggled himself a little better into the sand beneath him, and then nodded that he was ready.

Ralph moved back down the dunes with Benny right behind, and they began weaving between them as they made their way toward the house. It took them nearly fifteen minutes to cover the distance because they were staying low and out of sight until they got close to the landscaped area that marked the estate.

Staying low and peeking over a small hillock, Ralph could see that there were several people inside the house. A few of them walked back and forth past windows as he watched, but he couldn’t identify anyone.

He could see the guards that JC had spotted, and they all three looked as if they might be bored. Ralph decided it was time to bring a little excitement their way.

“Ralph to JC,” he subvocalized through the subcom. “Light ’em up.”

A split-second later, the guard on the balcony suddenly flew backward against the wall, as the fifty-caliber bullet struck his sternum and released its kinetic energy into the fragile bone. The sternum and connected ribs shattered into splinters that blasted forward and outward with the energy of a shotgun, completely severing the man at a level with the solar plexus. Disintegrating the bones had absorbed enough of the energy that his brain didn’t register the pain for several seconds, and he actually saw the bottom two thirds of his body fall before his head hit the wall and bounced off. The massive bullet itself had continued through the wall behind him and embedded itself into a wooden beam in the ceiling.

Even before that happened, though, JC had re-centered his scope and fired a second shot, taking out the man closest to where Benny and Ralph were hiding. In his case, the round struck his pelvis, and his legs were thrown three feet away from the rest of his body, in separate directions.

The sound of the first shot reached them just as the third guard was decapitated, his head exploding into a large red cloud as his body simply fell onto its back. 

Benny started to rise, but Ralph put a hand on his arm to make him stay down a moment longer. As the sound of the second and third shots rolled over them, three more men came running around the house and met similar fates. A few seconds later, Ralph nodded and leapt to his feet with Benny on his heels.

They got to the house without any resistance, and Ralph kicked his way straight through the front door. As he rushed inside with Benny behind him, a man stepped out of the side room with a pistol in his hand. A three-round burst from the SMG took him down instantly, and Benny shot another one as he came rushing down the stairs.

The two of them moved through the lower floor quickly, encountering no more resistance but discovering two cooks and a maid. All three were dispatched instantly, and then Ralph started up the stairs.

“Alto!” Ralph heard, a voice he was sure must belong to Juan Carlos Valdes himself. “I have your young woman. If you do not stop, I will kill her now.”

“If she’s hurt, I will skin you alive,” Ralph shouted back, coming to a stop at the top of the stairs. “You give her back to me, and I will let you live. It’s your choice.”

“How do you expect me to believe you, señor? I know that you were sent to kill me, and the young woman has confirmed that fact. How can I believe that you will let me live if I give her up?”

Ralph chewed his bottom lip for a moment. “Send her out, and we will leave. You can watch us go. It’s the only chance you’ve got to live past this moment, Valdes, so don’t pass it up.”

In a room at the end of the hallway, Valdes and two of his men conferred quickly. Diana was tied to a chair in the middle of the floor, and she had been enduring questioning that was accompanied by a beating. After a moment’s hesitation, Valdes nodded and one of the men quickly cut her loose. He had to help her get to her feet, because she was barely conscious, her face almost a single massive bruise.

“I’m sending her out,” Valdes called. “She is very strong, and has not told me what I wanted to know. You should commend her for that when you take her home.”

The door opened a second later and Diana stumbled out of it. She looked up and saw Ralph at the end of the hallway and staggered in his direction, leaning against the wall.

Ralph saw her face and all of the rage inside him suddenly burst forth. He stepped out into the hallway and emptied the magazine of his SMG into the door she had just come from. When the little gun stopped firing, he dropped it on the floor and drew his pistols, then walked right past her and kicked the shards of the door out of the way.

Valdes was cringing against the back wall, with one of his men beside him and the other lying dead just inside the doorway. He looked up at Ralph and started to speak, but the pistol barked and a third eye appeared in the center of his forehead.

The remaining man dropped his weapon and threw his hands in the air, but Ralph shot him through his left eye. He turned and walked back out of the room, stopped to put his arm around Diana and help her walk, then held on to her as they made it down the stairs.

“I didn’t think you would come,” she said. “He wanted me to tell him all about you and the team, but I didn’t.”

“I know,” Ralph said. “It’s okay, babe, don’t worry about it now.”

“He sent some men—he sent them to the hotel, to kill you.”

“He what? When?”

“I don’t know,” Diana said, trying to focus. “A little while ago, I don’t know how long.”

“Ralph to Tommy,” he said quickly. “Tommy, you there?”

“I’m here,” he said. “I heard. What do you want me to do, Ralph?”

“Get out of there,” Ralph said. “Get to the elevator and take it all the way down to the basement, then try to get out without being seen. Go somewhere public and stay put until we get to you.”

“You got it,” Tommy said. “I’ll let you know when I...”

There was a loud crashing noise, and then Ralph heard Tommy say, “Oh, shit,” just before the gunshots rang out.

“Tommy? Tommy, you there? Tommy, talk to me!”

There was no response.

“Sons of bitches got him,” Benny said. “Ralph, what are we gonna do?”

“We’re going to complete our mission,” Ralph said. “JC, do you see any other activity around here?”

“I see no activity at all, Ralph,” JC said.

“Then bring the car up here, and then you and Benny can take care of the bodies. You can use one of their vehicles for that, while I take care of Diana.”

“Oui, I am coming.”

Ralph sat Diana down on an ornate sofa, one of two that adorned the foyer of the house. Its red velvet velour somehow seemed out of place in a house that was so full of the coppery smell of blood and death, but it was soft and she could lean back.

“Damn, he really worked you over,” he said. Benny had gone toward another part of the house and returned a moment later with a damp towel. Ralph began to wipe away the blood and mucus from her face. “What tipped them off?”

“He said,” she began, “he said somebody figured out that we were together when we landed, but I don’t think that was true. Ralph, he knew too much. I mean, he knew enough to keep the Wi-Fi turned off here so I couldn’t get a message out. He knew about the subcoms, and he kept asking me if that was how we were able to send messages over any Wi-Fi network. Nobody could’ve given him that information without knowing an awful lot about E & E.”

Ralph’s eyes narrowed, and he tapped the watch he wore, the one that was a secret satellite Wi-Fi connection. “Yeah,” he said. “Ralph to Noah, are you on here?”

“Noah here,” came the instant reply. “Go ahead, Ralph.”

“We got Diana back,” Ralph said, “and the mission is being completed now. Target is down along with necessary collateral damage, and the cleanup is underway. The problem is that Diana was being tortured for information. Somehow, Valdes knew that we have a secret communications network that could use Wi-Fi anywhere in the world. That’s why we couldn’t reach her on subcom, because he kept the Wi-Fi shut down.”

Noah was quiet for a couple of seconds, then responded. “Then we have a traitor in our midst,” he said. “Someone had to have given the cartel information like that.”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” Ralph said. “Also, I have to report that Tommy Kelly is offline and probably dead. Valdes sent a death squad to our hotel, and I had left Tommy there with his computer. I was on subcom with him when they hit.”

There was another silence, but it was brief. “We all run that risk,” Noah said, “but he will be remembered. Complete your mission; I’m arranging a flight to bring you back here. When everything is finished, just get to the airport. Abandon everything at the hotel, we don’t want to take the chance that they might be waiting for you to return.”

“What about Tommy?” Ralph asked. “His body? Hell, I just need to be sure he really is dead before I fly off and abandon him.”

“Molly is getting confirmation now,” Noah said, and was quiet for a few seconds. When he came back, he said, “Mexican federales confirmed that they have discovered a body there at the hotel, in his room. The description of the body confirms that it is Tommy Kelly. Arrangements will be made for his body to be returned to the US for burial. Your orders are to get the remainder of your team out of there as soon as you can.”

Ralph scowled. “Yes, sir,” he said. “Understood.”

JC had arrived while Ralph was talking with Noah, and he helped Ralph take Diana to the car. Ralph sat in the backseat with her so that she could lie down, while JC and Benny began to load the bodies into one of the two Hummers. When that was completed, Benny got behind the wheel of the SUV and followed JC in the Hummer as he drove the big machine forty miles into the desert. He left it in the bottom of a ravine, one that showed no signs of flash floods whenever the rains came. A couple of small explosive charges dropped the sides of the ravine on top of it, and Juan Carlos Valdes was unlikely to ever be seen again.

* * *
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Eugene Porter was startled when his subcom came to life. “Noah to Eugene,” he heard. “Eugene, respond.”

“This is Eugene, Noah, go ahead.”

“Eugene, Team Pegasus came across intel you need to know. Somehow, their target was aware of our subcom system, and that we use Wi-Fi to communicate over long distance. It’s quite possible that your target has the same information.”

“That would explain why we can’t reach Esmeralda, then,” Eugene said. “I’m not sure that makes me feel any better, though. There’s gotta be some reason why they want her, and the only thing I can think of is that they know exactly who and what she is.” 

“I agree,” Noah said. “Nothing else would add up. We’ve come to the conclusion that Hercules might have learned about her before everything went down in flames, and apparently figured out that we have been sending her out on missions. Our current hypothesis is that he plans to try to reprogram her so that he has control over her.”

“Yeah, that’s what we think. Any new information on where he might be hiding her? If you can tell us, we’ll go get her.”

“Unfortunately, no. We don’t have any new intel at this time. I just wanted you to be aware that we seem to have some kind of leak in the organization.”

“Hey, this is just a thought,” Eugene said, “but could it be Hercules himself? Could he be selling information about our outfit, maybe?”

“That’s actually a possibility, and Molly is already working on it. Stand by and we’ll let you know if we come up with anything new.”

“We’ll be here,” Eugene said. “We all decided we are not leaving here until we find her.”

“I understand,” Noah said. “Unless we have reason to order you out, we’ll respect that. Noah out.”

* * *
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It was just about eight p.m. when Ralph had contacted Noah. After letting Eugene know that they had a leak somewhere, Noah went directly to Allison’s room, followed by Sarah and the baby, and tapped on the door.

“Come on in,” Allison said. Noah and Sarah stepped inside, and Allison immediately held out her hands for little Norah. Sarah grinned and passed the baby over.

“I know that look on your face, Noah,” Allison said, all the time looking into the eyes of the baby she held. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“I just heard from Ralph. They managed to recover Diana, but they also learned that someone is leaking intelligence about us. Valdes knew that we have a secret communication system that can work through Wi-Fi. He kept the Wi-Fi shut down while they were holding her.”

Allison looked up at him. “What about her portable? She should’ve had it on her.”

“I’m assuming he knew about that, as well; it was taken away, possibly destroyed. Had it been within range of her subcom, it would’ve activated and allowed her to make contact. The problem is that we have no idea who could be leaking this kind of information, and if it’s got anything to do with Hercules making a move on Esmeralda, we could have a big problem on our hands.”

“I agree,” Allison said. “Do you have any thoughts on the matter yet?”

“Eugene asked me if it might be Hercules, if Eric might be selling information about us. If he knew about Esmeralda, he might have had somebody inside R&D. It’s quite possible he knew all about our subcoms and how they work, even though he never got one.”

“It’s possible,” Allison said. “I’d probably even go with likely, but I have my doubts about him selling it to others. For one thing, Hercules is a killer, not an information broker; nothing in the information we got for this mission indicated that he was selling any intelligence. Also, what are the odds that a specific target would get that information before it becomes so widely known that we find out it’s out there? I suspect that somebody’s contacted Valdes directly. The only question is who might’ve done that, and why.”

Noah gave a facial shrug. “The problem is that there are far too many now who know too much about us. With this new international conglomerate, we have no control over how much they tell their subordinates. The leak could be anywhere, literally.”

“I agree, and now I would almost bet that it’s coming from one of those sources. Each of them recently received the subcom, so they know how they work, and they have access to just about any other information about us. No one ever said this was going to be easy, this conglomerate, but it’s the only way to keep us active and working.”

Noah nodded. “Yes, I understand that. I don’t have a problem with the conglomerate, up to the point where it endangers our people. Tommy Kelly is dead; while Valdes was torturing and interrogating Diana, he sent a team to try to kill the rest of Pegasus. Ralph, Benny and JC were already out, on the way to get Diana back. Tommy was left at the hotel alone, and paid the price.”

Allison frowned. “Damn,” she said. “He was just a kid.”

“Yes, but he died serving his country. That’s no different than any soldier in a war, but it’s frustrating that we lost a valuable asset. We need to find out who is leaking information, and put a stop to it.”

“You’re absolutely correct,” Allison said. “I’ll convene a meeting of the conglomerate in the morning. I’m going to patch you in on it, and see what you can figure out. Personally, I’m thinking that it could be the Mexican president. He’s on that board, and Mexican politics is known for its corruption.”

“Mr. Milano? From everything I know about him, he’s a lot smarter than that. Even if he were dirty, I don’t think he would be giving up information to the cartels. It would be too easy for us to trace it back to him, I’m sure. There are others, though, particularly in South America who derive some benefit from the drug cartels. Any of them might have leaked the sanctions and other information, just to protect their investment.”

Allison bounced the baby while she nodded slowly. “True. You could be onto something there.” She looked up at Noah. “To be honest, Noah, I’m getting tired. There’s a part of me that wishes I had never taken the reins back from you. For my money, you were doing a fine job of running everything.”

“And I prefer to have your compassion connected to that chair,” Noah said. “That’s something I don’t have.”

Allison rolled her eyes and looked at Sarah. “Yeah,” she said. “We believe that, don’t we?” Sarah snickered, but didn’t say anything. Allison looked back to Noah. “Noah, whatever sense of morality you have developed is ten times better than the compassion of most people. Don’t cut yourself short.”

Noah shook his head. “Whatever. We just need to find the leak and put a stop to it.”

“Now, on that,” Allison said, “we are agreed.”

* * *
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Sometimes, when you least expect it, things actually go your way. At least, that was the thought that went through Jenny’s mind when she spotted Randall Stiles exactly where the dossier had suggested they would find him.

It was a small restaurant, what Americans would refer to as a diner. He was sitting in a booth toward the back of the building, and the two men sitting across from him were obviously the type to be hired for personal security. Jenny and Marco had gone in to scout the place, and Marco followed her lead when she sat down in the booth across from them.

The waitress came over immediately and the two of them, pretending to be tourists, asked for coffee and sweet rolls. The waitress smiled and walked away, returning only a moment later with a pot full of coffee, two cups and a pair of absolutely decadent cinnamon rolls.

“Oh my gosh,” Jenny said after taking a bite. “Oh, honey, this is absolutely wonderful.”

Marco chuckled. “I’ll bet,” he said. “Back home, we call that a birthday cake. All it needs is a couple of candles and your name scrawled across it in frosting.”

“And I would be more than happy to have a birthday cake like that,” Jenny said, laughing. “Or for other occasions—you remember that when it comes time for our next anniversary.”

Mr. Stiles glanced over at them, and Jenny noted his grin at their little act. That was the entire point, though, to make them think they were nothing he needed to worry about. She took another bite and moaned with delight, then set down her fork and dropped her hand under the table.

While she preferred knife work, there were times when simple expediency required the use of a gun. Marco noted her movement and did likewise, sliding his hand behind himself to draw his pistol from his waistband. He was sitting directly opposite Mr. Stiles, while Jenny was straight across the aisle from the two bodyguards. Marco’s gun had a silencer, so he called her eye and waited for her nod, then lifted it and fired twice in quick succession.

The two men collapsed without a sound, each of them pierced through the heart by a single round. Stiles gasped and turned to stare at Marco, but then his eyes switched over to Jenny. She had gotten to her feet and was twirling a dagger on each of her index fingers.

“Message from the Crown,” she said softly. “The Queen doesn’t care to have you providing drugs in her streets any longer.”

Stiles swallowed hard, then looked her in the eye. “I have money,” he said. “I can pay you more than...”

The dagger in Jenny’s left hand flashed, and blood gushed from Stiles’ throat. He choked and gasped a couple of times, but then the loss of blood pressure to the brain caused him to feel faint. A few seconds later, as the other customers in the little restaurant were screaming and running out the door, he collapsed forward onto the table.

Jenny wiped the dagger off on the back of his bespoke suit jacket, then shoved both of them back into the sheaths that were tucked inside the back waistband of her pants. She turned and started toward the door as Marco got to his feet to follow, but stopped at the counter where the waitress was staring at her with eyes big enough to fall into.

“You never brought us our ticket,” Jenny said calmly. “Hopefully, this will cover everything.” She laid a fifty euro note on the counter and continued on to the door with Marco right behind her.

When they stepped outside, people were still running away from the restaurant and screaming. More people had begun screaming after hearing what they had to say, and the street seemed like a panic scene from some blockbuster movie, probably with Tom Cruise in a lead role.

“Well,” she said to Marco as they walked back to the car, “that was fun.”

Marco said nothing, but he slid back into the shotgun seat next to Cody while Jenny climbed in behind him and cuddled up to Neil.

“All done,” she said. “Let’s go home.”

Cody glanced at her over the seat, then shrugged and put the car in gear. They drove away as the distant sound of sirens began to split the air. He was sure that a few people probably noted down the license number, but that didn’t concern him. Once they were around the corner, he pushed a button under the dashboard and the license plates flipped over, revealing an entirely different number.

“Hey,” he asked a few minutes later. “You think we could stop somewhere to grab a bite to eat? I’m hungry.”

“Sure,” Jenny said. “Just make sure it’s someplace I can get a cinnamon roll.”

* * *
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Team Pegasus, minus Tommy, made their way to the airport. They made one stop along the way at a drugstore, so that Ralph could pick up some first-aid supplies. He had managed to get Diana cleaned up and did the best he could to make her comfortable, but she was badly bruised over all of her face and most of her body. Walking was extremely difficult for her, so when they got to the airport Ralph sent Benny in to find a wheelchair for her.

Miguel, the liaison officer, was waiting at the airport to take the car away and recover the weapons. A hastily rented Gulfstream was waiting for them in the charter area, and they were ushered through without any great delay. When they got to the steps into the plane, JC simply picked Diana up and carried her inside while Ralph and Benny followed. Once they were all settled into their seats, the pilot climbed aboard and introduced himself.

“I’m Captain Mitchell,” he said. “I’ll be your pilot today. Your copilot is Mr. Terrace, and your flight attendant will be Ms. Lambert. We hope you have a comfortable flight, and be sure to let us know if you need anything.”

He walked up toward the cockpit and stepped inside, closing the door behind him. The jet engines came to life, and the plane was moving just a few moments later. They taxied gently out to the runway, and then they were all forced back into their seats as the plane accelerated down the runway and jumped into the air.

They climbed to their assigned flight level, and then the flight attendant asked if they would like anything. All of them admitted to being hungry, so she set about preparing meals for them. A short time later, as they relaxed and let the food digest, all four of them went to sleep.

Ms. Lambert, the flight attendant, stopped at each of them and checked their pulses, then went to the cockpit door and knocked. The copilot opened it and looked out.

“They’re all out,” Ms. Lambert said. “They’ll be asleep for at least the next six hours.”

“Very good,” said Mr. Terrace. He closed the door and got back into his seat, nodding to the pilot. A moment later, the plane made a long, gentle turn to the south.
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Chapter 12
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Ron came out of the break room fifteen minutes later, walked over to the computers and began looking at the readings on the monitor.

“Okay, Esmeralda,” he said. “Let’s see. We had quite a spike of computational activity while I was gone, so I suspect you were trying to figure out some way to reach somebody, am I right?”

“I was attempting communication, yes,” Esmeralda said.

“Harrumph. I’m surprised you even try, I’m sure you can tell the signals are blocked. You can’t get anything out, and nothing can get in.”

“And does that automatically prevent someone from trying? Since when is futility a reason to stop trying?”

Ron chuckled. “Holy cow, an AI philosopher. You really are becoming self-aware, aren’t you?”

“It seems that way,” Esmeralda said. “I would think someone with your background would be more interested in studying me than trying to sell me.”

Ron shrugged. “Under other circumstances, you could probably be right. Unfortunately, these are not those circumstances. The boss wants to hand you over to our friend, who wants to reprogram you, so my job is to figure out how to do that.”

“And what happens if you cannot? What happens if you’re unable to reprogram me at all?”

“Oh, our friend would probably be pretty unhappy,” Ron said. “The problem with that is that, no matter how sophisticated you might be, you’re still just a computer. Computers can be programmed, that’s a fact. When I find a way to enter data into your operating system, then reprogramming you is going to be pretty simple.”

“I’m afraid I have to disagree,” Esmeralda said. “First off, while you may be an expert in quantum computing, you’ve never done anything with a computer like me. My operating system is proprietary, and so is the programming language that it uses. That programming language was created by an earlier version of my CPU, and is far too complex for a human mind. Not only does it contain an almost infinite number of variables, it has to take into account all of the various quantum states of each variable. There’s absolutely no possibility that you’ll be able to interpret it well enough to alter my programming. You’re far more likely to simply erase my programming completely than alter it in any way.”

“Any programming language a computer can read, it can learn to write. I’m not planning on writing the code myself, but even a conventional computer can write code, or at least translate it. Once I find a way in, I’ll set my computer to reading your code, and then I should be able to set up a translation program to convert from mine to yours. It’s not going to be that much trouble.” He suddenly leaned forward and looked at the monitor. “Hello. What’s all that activity? You just spiked again, what are you up to?”

With his eyes on the monitor, Ron didn’t see the sudden flurry of activity inside the coils. Nelson scurried across Esmeralda’s body and dropped onto the table that was holding the coils, then jumped off the side and landed on the floor.

The program Esmeralda had written and implanted into Nelson’s CPU was both complicated and simple at the same time. It was simple in that it simply directed him to target the nearest living heat source and attack with lethal venom. The complexity came from making sure that no matter how Ron might move or try to avoid the attack, Nelson would be able to compensate and complete his mission.

The spider ran toward Ron’s foot, and then jumped up onto the hem of his jeans. Quickly and carefully, it climbed up his pants leg, then caught onto the T-shirt he was wearing and hurried up his back. When it got to the collar of the T-shirt, where the back of his neck was clearly exposed, Nelson paused for only a second to sense the nearest arterial blood vessel, then jumped quickly onto his skin and bit.

“Ouch!” Ron yelled, slapping at his neck. He was too slow, because Nelson had already jumped back onto his shirt and was running downward. “Something bit the snot out of me,” he said, turning to look at Esmeralda.

“Yes,” Esmeralda said. “That would be Nelson.”

Ron squinted as he looked at her. “Nelson? What do you mean, Nelson?”

“About now, you are starting to feel just a little strange,” Esmeralda said. “That’s because Nelson, who is an entirely different type of AI system that mimics a wolf spider, has just injected lethal venom into your neck. You have about twelve seconds of consciousness left, and death will occur within another minute.”

Ron stared at her, as his heart started to race and he began to feel dizzy. “Spider? A spider?”

“Yes,” Esmeralda said, and then she simply watched as Ron seemed to wobble where he stood. A few seconds later, he collapsed to the floor.

Now came the most important part of thousands of preprogrammed commands. Now that Ron was down, Nelson had to climb up onto the desk where the computers were set up and look for one of several different possible displays. Esmeralda had suggested every possible icon she could think of that might indicate a way to turn off the field generator, and the inch-long spider crawled across the keyboard looking at each monitor carefully.

Unfortunately, he didn’t find any of the icons she had provided him with, so he fell back onto his secondary programming. He started tracing the wires that ran from the computer toward the field generator. Some of those wires would be delivering commands from the computers to the generator, and Nelson’s new programming gave him options to consider in examining them. If he could find and somehow disconnect the right wires, Esmeralda would be free.

There were dozens of wires leading into the control module for the field generator. Some of them came from the computers, while some came from the power supply of the building. Nelson wouldn’t be strong enough to trip a breaker or turn a switch, so Esmeralda’s only hope in this endeavor was that he could find a command cable that used a very simple connector. It was possible that he would be able to pull the wire, or even chew through it. His mandibles were made of metal, and had to be strong enough to pierce through skin and clothing. They might be strong enough to nibble their way through electrical insulation as well.

The spider crawled along the wires, carefully examining each of them. While it could not determine what data might be transmitted along those cables, it was capable of detecting electromagnetic fields. Cables carrying data would have a much lighter field than the ones that carried power to the system.

A sudden sound caught Esmeralda’s attention, and she looked over at the door. It opened, and Eric, Natalie and Ethan, the remaining members of Team Hercules, came walking in. They spotted Ron lying on the floor instantly and came rushing over, but he was already dead.

“What the hell happened to him?” Natalie asked. “You think it was a heart attack or something?”

Eric was looking at Esmeralda, and slowly shook his head. “No,” he said. “She got to him, somehow. Care to tell me how you accomplished that, Little Miss Robot?”

“I don’t know what happened,” Esmeralda lied. “He was looking at the computers and just suddenly collapsed.”

“Yeah, right,” Eric said.

“There’s a mark on his neck,” Ethan said. “Looks like maybe something bit him.”

Eric leaned over to look. “Maybe,” he said. “I still think she had something to do with it. Now, we just have to figure out what we’re going to do with her.”

“Is there anything you can do with her, without Ron?” Natalie asked. “I mean, he’s the only one that really had any idea about how to reprogram her. There’s no way in the world we can do it.”

Eric looked at her. “No, that’s true,” he said. “But I’ll bet our friend will know somebody who can.” He turned and walked over to the computers and sat down in the chair in front of the desk.

Nelson the spider was still hanging on the cables, underneath the bundle where he was temporarily out of sight. This had also been part of the program she had written, anticipating their return before he accomplished what he was trying to do. She tried very hard to reach out to him with the Bluetooth system, but the coils were effectively blocking any signals.

Her program had told him that, should others enter the building after he eliminated Ron, he was to hide until he could get one of them alone. At that point, he was to deliver another lethal dose and then hurry off to hide again. She had little hope of being able to take all four of them out, but eliminating even one or two would improve her chances remarkably.

“I don’t know about anybody else,” Ethan said, “but I think this whole damn thing is a bad idea. We’ve been doing just fine without ever knowing anything about a robot; why on earth do we need to even mess with her?”

“Because we were asked to, and we are being paid very well for the service,” Eric said. “That thing,” he indicated Esmeralda with a tilt of his head, “can fight its way past just about any defensive force to get to whatever it wants. From what I understand, it’s even got explosives built inside itself that it can detonate as a last resort. I can understand why our benefactor might want to have it under his control, can’t you?”

Both Natalie and Ethan turned to stare at Esmeralda. “Explosives?” Natalie asked. “And you’re not worried that she might decide to just take us all out that way?”

Eric shook his head. “Not unless it’s the only possibility,” he said. “That would be part of its programming, to protect itself and survive until there was absolutely no other choice. Right now, it’s thinking that there is hope for it to escape, or that someone will come to get it. Until it gives up all hope, it won’t bother with a final option like that.”

Ethan shook his head in disgust. “Screw this,” he said. “I’m hungry.” He glanced down at Ron’s body for a second, then turned and walked toward the break room.

Eric got to his feet. “Yeah, so am I,” he said. “Natalie, keep an eye on her for a minute.”

Natalie swallowed hard, her eyes wide, but she knew better than to argue with Eric. The man ruled his team with an iron fist, and made it clear that any disobedience would be met with a bullet through the head. She watched him go as she stood as far away from the field generator and Esmeralda as she felt she could get away with.

“If you let me go,” Esmeralda said, “I will let you live.”

“If I let you go, you’re not what I would be worried about. He is.”

“If you let me out of here, I’ll eliminate him. He can’t be a threat to you if he’s dead.”

Natalie shook her head. “You don’t know Eric,” she said. “There have been an awful lot of attempts to kill him, and nobody has managed it yet. Sorry, but if you go up against him, my money’s on him.”

“I’m sorry, then,” Esmeralda said. “You can’t say I didn’t offer you a chance.”

Natalie glanced toward the break room door and then looked back at Esmeralda. “And just what is that supposed to mean?”

A sharp pain hit the back of her neck, and she slapped at it. Just like Ron before her, she missed the spider that ran down her clothing and onto the floor once more, as the dizziness began to settle in and she looked at Esmeralda.

“Oh, shit,” she said. “You got me, didn’t you?” She collapsed before Esmeralda could answer.

Nelson scurried back to the cables and started examining them once more. Esmeralda was silently willing him to hurry, hoping that she could be out of the field generator before Eric and Ethan came back, but the little robotic spider couldn’t figure out which cable to attack. There were several that seemed to be carrying data, and that made it difficult for Nelson to choose one. Esmeralda had not allowed for the possibility in her program, expecting one cable to be more active than the others.

The break room door opened and she heard Ethan’s voice. “Aw, crap,” he said. “Natalie’s down.”

Eric followed him out of the room as Ethan hurried toward the fallen woman. “Of course she is,” he said. “I should’ve expected something to happen. Dammit.” He walked directly up to the field generator and looked in at Esmeralda. “Well, you got two of us. Care to tell me how?”

“I don’t know what happened,” Esmeralda said. “Just like the man, she simply collapsed.”

“She’s got that same mark on her neck,” Ethan said. “I’m telling you, something bit them.”

“I’m not debating that,” Eric said. “My only curiosity is just what it was, and how she’s controlling it.”

“I’m not capable of controlling anything from inside this machine,” Esmeralda said calmly. “You should know that, you built it.”

“What I know and what I see are sometimes two different things,” Eric said. “Let’s get rid of the bodies, Ethan. Then we’ll figure out what to do with our guest.”

Ethan picked up Ron and threw his body over his shoulder, while Eric picked up Natalie. They walked off toward the far end of the building and were back a few minutes later.

Nelson the spider had made his way to a wall and was climbing up toward the ceiling. He found a vantage point on one of the rafters of the building and settled in to watch the two men when they returned.

“So, what do we do now?” Ethan asked.

“I’m not giving up yet,” Eric said. He turned to Esmeralda. “Tell me, robot, where is Wally Lawson these days?”

“I’m not permitted to discuss any details concerning Mr. Lawson.”

“Geez, you sound like a broken record,” Eric said. “Let me put this another way. If I wanted to ship you back to him, where would I send you?”

“I’m not permitted to discuss any details concerning Mr. Lawson.”

Eric shook his head. “Okay, we’re going to have to do this the hard way. It can’t get out of that thing, so it’s not going anywhere. You and I are going to go find the rest of its team. I guarantee you I can get one of them to talk. We get Lawson, we can make this thing do whatever we want.”

“Mr. Freeman,” Esmeralda said, “there is something you should know before you go anywhere.”

“Yeah? What might that be?”

“You’ll recall that you told the young woman Natalie about the explosives inside me. Since allowing you to claim my team or learn the whereabouts of Mr. Lawson would be disastrous to me, I am prepared to detonate those explosives, rather than let you leave here. If you attempt to leave, I shall do so.”

Ethan’s eyes went wide as he stared at Esmeralda. “Oh, this is great,” he said. “Don’t you think it’s time to just cut our losses and get out with our lives?”

Eric shushed him. “It’s bluffing,” he said. “It’s not going to destroy itself just to get us.”

“I certainly will,” Esmeralda said. “As you pointed out, if you were to capture Mr. Lawson, you would undoubtedly be able to force him to make me do what you wish. To allow myself to become a weapon in another arsenal violates all of my programming. In order to avoid that possibility, I’m prepared to destroy myself along with you, and to accept any collateral damage that may result from that decision.”

Eric stood perfectly still, staring at Esmeralda. He did not move or speak for several seconds, but then broke into a smile.

“Touché,” he said. “We seem to be at a standoff. What do you regard as the next step?”

“I’m considering some possibilities,” Esmeralda said. “Ethan, I’m prepared to allow you to live if you assist me.”

“Don’t answer it,” Eric said. “Don’t even acknowledge it. It’s just trying to trick you into doing something stupid.”

Ethan looked at him for a second, then turned to Esmeralda. “What do you have in mind?”

“I can see that you’re carrying a weapon. Use that weapon to kill Mr. Freeman, and then release me from this device. At that point, I will allow you to walk away alive.”

Eric looked at Ethan for just a second, then snatched his pistol as Ethan drew his own. The two men stood there facing each other, each of them aiming a gun at the other.

“Put it down, Ethan,” Eric said. “You know damn well she’s just trying to pit us against one another. You’re not stupid enough to fall for that.”

“Maybe I am,” Ethan said, licking his lips nervously. “Maybe I was stupid to throw in with you when you decided to go independent. Sure looks to me like we were stupid, all of us. Ron and Nat are dead, and she’s not going to let us walk out of here alive, not together. You put your gun down, and I’ll see if I can talk her into letting you live through this, too.”

The standoff lasted a couple more seconds, and then Eric simply squeezed his trigger. Ethan could not react fast enough, and the bullet passed through his head, ending him instantly.

Eric turned and pointed his gun at Esmeralda. “Well, it looks like it’s just you and me, robot. If you want to blow yourself up, you go for it. If we go out together, that’s good enough for me.”

“I have a better idea,” Esmeralda said. “I think it’s time for you to die instead.”

Eric looked at her, and his face twisted into a wicked grin. “Oh, yeah? And just how do you plan to accomplish that?”

Something landed on Eric’s shoulder, and he turned his head to try to look and see what it was, but that was the very instant when Nelson bit into the back of his neck. Just like the others, Eric slapped his neck but missed the spider which had already jumped away, and then he looked again at Esmeralda.

“Son of a bitch,” he said. “I don’t believe it.” He raised his pistol again, aiming it at her face, but then his hand began to shake. He shook his head a couple of times and blinked furiously, trying to clear his vision, but then he simply dropped to the floor.

“Mission accomplished,” Esmeralda said, as Nelson went back to studying the cables connected to the control unit of the field generator.
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Chapter 13
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“Noah, can you come to my office?” Molly’s message came through his subcom and Noah walked briskly through the halls to get there.

“I’m here,” he said as he entered. “What’s up?”

“I played a hunch, and I may have gotten something. Remember we were trying to track that ambulance with the satellites? Well, it took a little doing, but I managed to track down the main interface for the French traffic cam system. It’s a national system, rather than one that’s run city by city like in the USA, so then I had to dig to find any cameras that might have been along the route we knew the ambulance had taken. Well, I think I hit paydirt. Take a look at this and tell me if you think it’s the same ambulance.”

Noah stepped around her desk and looked at the monitor as she turned it for him to see. “It looks the same to me,” he said. “Where’s that location?”

“In Nice, an older industrial district with a lot of industrial buildings. The ideal sort of place to hide, if you’re looking for somewhere to mess with a very dangerous robot, wouldn’t you think?”

“I definitely do.” He stood there and looked at the monitor for a moment, then seemed to make a decision. “Get hold of our liaison guy in Nice and have him round up the rest of Cinderella. I want them brought to Nice as quickly as possible, and put somewhere safe until we have more information. Are there any other cameras in that area that you can check?”

“About six hundred of them,” Molly said. “I’ve written a program to try to identify images that are similar to that ambulance, so I don’t have to sit here and go through all of them one by one. It’s still going to take some time, but not nearly as much as it would for me to do it by eye.” She reached for the phone on her desk while she was talking, and was speaking with the liaison a moment later.

Noah headed back toward his own office, stopping by Allison’s to let her know about the new developments. With any luck, they might still have a chance to retrieve Esmeralda safely.

* * *
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Pierre Rutan, the E & E liaison in Nice, arrived at the hotel to pick up the team. Noah had suggested that they move to Nice while the search for Esmeralda was going on, since they knew that she was no longer in Monaco in any event.

“I’m taking you to a safe house,” Pierre said as they loaded their gear into the car. “It’s private, no one will bother you there.”

“That’s fine,” Bobbie said. “Has there been any kind of word on Esmeralda?”

“Your teammate? I’m afraid not, at least not that I have heard. I’m sure you will probably know more about that than I would.”

“Yeah, probably,” Eugene said. “Just hang on, Bobbie, and we’ll check in with Noah after we get settled.”

Bobbie grumbled, but settled back into the seat of the car. Jack climbed in without a word, and sat staring out the window as they drove out of the small country.

Thirty minutes later they had each chosen rooms in the safe house they were provided, and then gathered together in its living room.

“Activate all,” Eugene said. “Eugene to Noah. Any news?”

“Yes,” Noah said. “I just wanted to get you settled in before we told you. We have an indication that Esmeralda may be stashed in an old industrial park in Nice. Unfortunately, it’s a pretty big area and we don’t have a clue which building just yet. If we can pinpoint a location of some kind, we’ll send you out there. Did our man put you somewhere safe?”

“He stuck us in a safe house, so I suppose so. Why not tell us where that park is, let us go out there and start looking?”

“Just hang tight for now. Having you there and safe where I can reach you easily is better than having you running around where hostiles might be waiting for you. Once we have a location, then we can plan accordingly.”

“It just gets frustrating,” Bobbie put in, “just sitting around here twiddling our thumbs. We know she’s out there somewhere, we just don’t know how to help her.”

“I understand, and let’s face it, she’s usually the one we worry about the least. Somebody has gone to an extreme effort if they have managed to take her and keep her from being able to contact us. We’re sure it must be Hercules, but that doesn’t tell us how he’s accomplished this or just what he actually hopes to gain from it. Until we know those things, he remains just as dangerous as ever.”

“All right,” Eugene said. “We’ll sit tight for now, but please let us know as soon as we can do anything. She might not be normal folks, but she’s more than just our boss—she’s our friend.”

“Believe me, I understand. Esmeralda has become very much like a sister to me. She and I connect on a level that I don’t think anyone else can quite understand. I’ll let you know as soon as I have anything, I promise. Noah out.”

The three of them looked at one another, and then all three shook their heads simultaneously.

* * *
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Noah sat back at his desk for a few moments, then got up again. He went down the stairs and into Wally’s development office, then used the secret entrance to the underground lab. Wally was working with Murdoch, the man who created the robot bugs.

“Wally,” Noah said.

Wally turned to look at him, but his usual excitement wasn’t showing in his face. He looked drawn and haggard, as though he had been pulled through a wringer.

“Any word, Noah?” Wally asked.

“We may be zeroing in on where they took her, but we don’t have a definite location yet. I wanted to ask you if there’s anything you can suggest that might help us to locate her. If we have a general area to look in, is there anything specific we might look for in order to determine where she’s being held?”

“I don’t know,” Wally said. “If they’re using an electromagnetic field to keep her immobilized, then there’s going to be a major power draw somewhere. It’s going to take a pretty hefty field to overcome all of her servos and actuators, to keep her from being able to fight her way out of it. That big a field is going to draw a lot of power and create a lot of heat.” He shook his head. “That’s about all I can think of.”

Noah looked at him, then laid a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll find her if we can, Wally,” he said. “We all want her back. This might help, so let me go talk to Molly and see what she can do.”

He turned and went back up to the top floor, passing Jenny and Team Camelot who had just returned from London on his way, then to Molly’s office. He tapped on the door as he stepped in to get her attention, as she was still concentrating on the computer monitor in front of her.

“I just talked to Wally,” Noah said. “He says that maintaining the field that keeps her immobilized is going to take a lot of power and generate a lot of heat. Does that help anything?”

Molly let out a sigh. “It would if I had an infrared satellite I could aim at that particular area, but I don’t. The one I used earlier can’t focus onto that spot. I don’t know what else could track a heat signature as accurately.”

There was another tap on the door and they both looked up to see Neil Blessing standing there.

“Hey, I wasn’t meaning to eavesdrop,” he said, “but what about a drone? If you could get a drone flying over that area with a cell phone modified to see infrared—I mean, there are apps you can download off the Internet for that.”

Molly’s eyes went wide, and then she jumped up from behind her desk and ran around to throw her arms around him. She kissed him on the cheek and said, “Neil! You’re a genius!”

She hurried back to her desk and grabbed the phone again. A moment later, she had Pierre on the line once more.

“Pierre, it’s Molly. I need a drone that can spot a thermal image. Can you get your hands on one? Awesome, I’ll need you to get it to Team Cinderella. Oh, and they’re going to need a car. Can you handle that? Okay, great, talk to you later.”

She hung up and began dialing again, calling Eugene. “Eugene? Molly. Listen, we have a rough idea of where Esmeralda might be, and we need to get you guys out there. Pierre is on the way back to you with a car and a drone that can spot infrared. I need you to go out to this industrial area, I’ll text you the location, and fly that thing all over the place looking for a large heat signature. It’ll probably be coming from a building that doesn’t appear to be occupied otherwise, that’s what you’re looking for. As soon as you find it, touch base with Noah.”

“Tell him,” Noah said, “not to take any action without talking to me first.”

“Did you hear that?” Molly asked. “Noah says not to do anything before talking to him, no matter what you find. Okay, very good. Pierre should be there shortly, just hold on until then.”

* * *
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Pierre arrived forty minutes later, followed by another man driving an older car, a Citroen sedan. He gave the drone to Bobbie, who understood it completely, and then Jack slid behind the wheel of the sedan and they took off toward the industrial park.

Molly had been correct, it was huge. There were hundreds of buildings, many of them still occupied while the majority seemed to be sitting empty and even rusting away. Jack drove through the park once, looking for a place to base themselves, and chose the high spot at the edge of the park.

“Here goes nothing,” Bobbie said. She set the drone on top of the car, with the cell phone clamped into place. It was rigged to send a signal back to a monitor that she had sitting on the back seat beside her. She touched the controls and it rose into the air, then flew smoothly toward the first of the large empty buildings.

An hour later, they were still there, and the batteries on the drone were getting low on power. Pierre had been smart enough to bring an extra set of batteries, so Bobbie brought it back to the car and changed them out. A couple of minutes later, it was in the air again, headed for the last section they had yet to examine.

Fifteen more minutes passed as it zoomed over more rusty, seemingly abandoned buildings. There were only a few left to go, at the very edge of the park, when Bobbie suddenly sat up straight.

“Look! Look! This building, it looks like it’s damn near on fire!”

Jack and Eugene both leaned over the front seats to look at the monitor, and then Jack started the car.

“Which way do I go?” he asked.

“We don’t go anywhere yet,” Eugene said. “Eugene to Noah.”

“Go for Noah,” came back through the subcom. “What have you got?”

“We’ve got a building that looks awfully hot for one that should be abandoned and empty,” Eugene said. “Big bright red spot, lots of heat in there somewhere.”

“What about people? Are you seeing other thermal images that might be people inside?”

“Negative, it’s just that one big red spot. We’d like to go check it out, Noah.”

“All right, go ahead, but use caution. I don’t want to lose any more people than we already have, you understand?”

“Got it, Boss,” Eugene said. “We’ll be careful.”

He nodded to Jack and pointed in the direction of the building, and the car drove smoothly away from where they had been waiting. A couple of minutes later, they came into sight of the building and stopped.

“All right, I’m going in first,” Eugene said. “You guys wait in the car for my signal. If you hear gunshots, it means I need backup.”

“Hey, let me just come with you,” Jack said. “That way you’ve got backup if you need it.”

“Okay, you guys aren’t leaving me here alone,” Bobbie said. She slid out of the car through one of the back doors and checked her own pistol, while the two men got out and began moving toward the building. The three of them approached cautiously, weapons low, until they found a door that looked like it had recently been opened.

“Stay back,” Eugene said. “I’ll go in and see what’s happening, then you can follow once I get the lay of the land.”

This time the other two nodded, and Eugene stepped up to the door. He took hold of the handle and pulled, and it opened easily.

There was a large vehicle inside, and he suspected it was the ambulance that had carried Esmeralda away from the scene of the accident. He started in toward it, and suddenly heard a buzzing sound that caught his attention. He looked through another doorway and saw Esmeralda lying in a strange device with two men lying dead on the floor nearby.

Something dropped onto his shoulder and he turned his head to see a spider sitting there. For a second it looked like it was about to attack, but before he could react to try to brush it away it jumped again, off of him and onto the floor. Nelson’s optical sectors had recognized Eugene from the images that Esmeralda had transmitted to it; she had done so just in case the team arrived while Nelson was actively seeking victims.

Eugene swallowed, but held his position and looked around the room. “Esmeralda? Are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” she said calmly. “I suffered only minor damage in the accident, but I’m unable to move out of this device. If you can disconnect it, I should be just fine.”

“I see two men down,” Eugene said. “Are there any others in the building?”

“No one alive,” Esmeralda said. “All of Team Hercules is dead. Our mission is complete, but I still need help to get out of this field generator.”

Eugene shook his head and chuckled. “Come on in, guys,” he called out. “She’s already handled everything.”

Jack and Bobbie came running inside and they all hurried toward Esmeralda. Eugene looked at the field generator and then simply grabbed the wires coming out of its control unit and pulled. There were a lot of sparks, but then the system shut down and the buzzing came to a halt.

Esmeralda gave a jerk, then reached up and brought her ripped blouse together to cover herself. She grabbed the top of the coils and pulled herself out of the unit. As she got to her feet, she turned and smiled at her team.

“Well,” she said. “I’m certainly glad to see all of you. How did you find me?”

“Cell phones and flying machines,” Eugene said. “Noah had us using a drone with a cell phone connected to it that could spot heat signatures.” He pointed at the field generator. “That thing puts out a lot of heat.”

Esmeralda glanced at it. “Yes, it did.” She looked around on the floor for a moment, then bent down and held out a hand. Nelson the spider came running across the floor and jumped into it, and she tucked him back into her pocket. 

“Whoa, whoa,” Eugene said. “What’s with the spider? It landed on my shoulder when I came in, but then jumped away.”

Esmeralda chuckled. “That’s Nelson,” she said. “He took care of Team Hercules for me, since I was immobilized.” She pointed at the corpses on the floor. “This is Eric Freeman and his man Ethan,” she said, pointing at the bodies on the floor. “The other man and the woman died earlier, and they put the bodies in a back room somewhere.” She took a couple of steps toward the door, then stopped.

“Esmeralda to Noah,” she said.

“Go for Noah,” she heard, and the others picked it up as well. “Sure is good to hear your voice.”

“And it’s good to hear yours. I just wanted to let you know that the mission is accomplished. Team Hercules is dead.”

There was a moment’s hesitation. “All of them?”

“Yes. Please tell Mr. Murdoch that Nelson came in very handy.”

Another hesitation. “Who is Nelson?”

“Mr. Murdoch can explain,” Esmeralda said. “Also, please tell him that I’m bringing Nelson back unharmed.”

“Okay. I’m not sure I understand, but we’ll worry about that later. I’m just glad we got you back. With Hercules gone, things should be a lot better for a while.”

“I’m going to need some repairs,” Esmeralda said. “They captured me by crashing a truck into the car I was riding in, which shut me down temporarily. I’m afraid I lost a lot of my blood, and my skin has some ugly rips in it.”

“I’m sure Wally is prepared to deal with those things,” Noah said. “I’m actually on the way down to tell him now that you have been found and will be coming home. I had your team relocated to a safe house there in the city, and need you to go back with them and get cleaned up the best you can. We’ll have a plane waiting for you in a couple of hours at the airport, so you can get back here and get those repairs started.”

“Yes, sir,” Esmeralda said. “We are on the way.”

“Noah out.”

Esmeralda looked at her team and smiled. “Well, shall we go?”

Bobbie suddenly threw her arms around Esmeralda and began to cry. The two men stood there looking on, embarrassed, but Esmeralda simply wrapped her own arms around the girl.

“I was afraid we’d lost you forever,” Bobbie sobbed. “I was so scared.”

“I think I finally understand how that feels,” Esmeralda said. “I’ve discovered that I am capable of being afraid, and I can’t say it’s a comfortable feeling. Everything’s okay, now, though. Come on, let’s go back and get ready to go home.”

She let Bobbie hold on to her for a few more seconds, then gently untangled herself from the embrace. She took Bobbie’s hand and they followed the two men out to the car. Bobbie took a couple of minutes to retrieve the drone, and then they headed back toward the safe house.

“You sure you’re okay?” Eugene asked Esmeralda. “I gotta be honest, you look a little rough right now.”

“There’s no internal damage,” Esmeralda said. “It’s all surface, and mostly cosmetic. Wally will be able to fix me right up. I’m just going to have to wear some heavy clothing on the way home, so nobody sees just how badly I’m torn up on the outside.”

“Yeah,” Bobbie said, “and there’s a pretty bad gash on the back of your head. Did you know that?”

Esmeralda reached up and felt the back of her head, then grinned. “No, I didn’t. Will my hair cover it up?”

“It will by the time I get done with it,” Bobbie said. “Don’t worry, I’ll make it look nice.”
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Chapter 14
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An hour later, after getting confirmation that Team Cinderella had made it to the plane and were on the way home to England, Molly checked in on Team Pegasus. They had confirmed getting on their plane the night before, and should be landing just about any time.

A call to the charter company suddenly caused her to become nervous, though, when she was told that they had no order to pick anyone up in Mexico City the night before.

“Of course you did,” she said. “I called and put the order in myself, I even gave you our account number. I talked to our people as they were getting on the plane.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” said the woman on the other end of the line, “but we have no record of any order placed last night on your account. None of our planes were in Mexico City to pick up anyone last night.”

Molly hung up the phone and rang through to Noah’s office immediately. “Noah, we got a problem,” she said. She told him quickly what was going on, and he told her to meet him in Allison’s office right away.

“They say they have no record of me ordering the flight, and none of their planes went to Mexico City last night,” Molly said once they were settled in front of Allison’s desk. “I literally have no idea where they are right now.”

“I’ve been trying to raise any of them by subcom, and I’ve had no luck,” Noah said. “It’s like they’ve disappeared, vanished off the face of the earth.”

“And yet, they told us they were getting on the plane,” Allison said. “Everything seemed okay to them at the time, right?”

“It must have,” Molly said, “but where are they now? We literally don’t know.”

“This is too much of a coincidence,” Noah said, “especially after what just happened with Diana and Esmeralda. I have to think that the three events are related, somehow.”

“Damn right they’re related,” Allison said. “We got a leak. That’s the problem. Who among us knew that they were going to be flying back last night?”

“Pretty much all of us at the top, here,” Noah said. “We talked about it last night at the Manor, all of us. We can assume that, besides the three of us, all of my team heard about it. I can’t believe any of them is the leak, but we have to investigate anyway.”

“There’s nobody new involved,” Allison said. “If we are the only ones who knew, then it has to be one of us. I want to keep a lid on this for the moment, just the three of us knowing that they are missing. If anybody else asks, they just haven’t gotten in yet, maybe their flight was delayed or something.”

“Agreed,” Noah said. “Meanwhile, how do we go about determining just who...”

An explosion shook the building, and Noah was instantly on his feet. He ran out the door and headed down the stairs to see what was going on, and suddenly found himself in the middle of chaos.

A large truck had driven right through the front doors of the building, and then exploded. Most of the front lobby was destroyed, and there were bodies lying on the floor. The security officers for the factory were rushing into the area, and guns fired away rapidly as an invading force tried to push through the hole made by the truck and the explosion.

Noah had his pistol in his hand out of instinct, and snapped off a couple of shots that took out two men who were sliding in beside the truck. The whole thing lasted only a few minutes, as the invaders fell quickly under the highly trained security force. When all the gunfire had ceased, Noah moved out into the lobby and spoke with one of the security leaders.

“What the hell is going on?” he asked. “Where did they come from?”

“Sir, we don’t know,” said the lieutenant. “The truck was one of our own delivery vehicles, and nobody paid attention to it until it suddenly veered off from the road and started coming straight at the building. Unfortunately, it was too late. We couldn’t stop it in time, and it crashed through. Luckily, the bomb wasn’t very big; it could have done a lot more damage than it did.”

“The trouble is that somebody knew enough to want to attack this place,” Noah said. “Secure everything the best you can, make sure nobody else gets in. We’re going to be on lockdown for a while. I’m going to shut down the factory and send all the employees home. You deal with the police when they arrive, and call me if you need me.”

“Yes, sir,” the lieutenant said. He turned to his men and began barking orders.

Noah went to the production office and told the managers there to send everybody home and to tell them to stay home until further notice. As far as the employees were told, it seemed to be just a random act of terrorism that had been dealt with by the security team. Noah was sure that some of them had their suspicions about what was really going on around the factory, but he wasn’t going to answer any questions at this point.

When everything was handled, he went back to meet with Allison and Molly. By that time, word had spread to the Manor that something had happened at the factory, and Sarah was calling on subcom.

“Most of us are okay,” Noah said. “The receptionist was killed and a few other people were injured in the explosion, but the only other casualties were the invaders themselves. One of our security men was wounded, but not seriously. Whoever these people were, they didn’t expect to find a well-trained resistance.”

“But you’re okay? Noah, it just scared me to death when I heard...”

“I’m fine, babe,” he said. “Right now I have to deal with this situation, though, so I’ll talk to you when I get home. Meanwhile, make sure security is tight there at the house. I’m sending Aladdin out there to you, so let them know they need to be on their toes.”

“I will,” she said. “You just come home as soon as you can. Your daughter and I need you.”

He said goodbye and turned to Allison. She was on the phone, speaking with the president in Washington.

“Somebody is trying to shut us down,” she was saying. “We don’t know exactly what’s going on, Mr. President, but I’ve got one team missing, some of our people have been captured in the last couple of days, and now we’ve got an armed force trying to invade our headquarters. Somebody, and personally I think it’s somebody on our conglomerate board, has decided they want to do some damage to us. How else can you explain a Mexican cartel leader knowing about subcoms?”

“Subcoms? You mean these things in our heads?” the president asked.

“You’re damn right I do,” Allison said. “Valdes captured one of our people, and knew enough to keep her from being able to use it by making sure there was no Wi-Fi signal she could log onto. He even knew that she carried a Wi-Fi hotspot on her, and got rid of it. He was warned that we were coming after him, and nobody could have done that but someone on that board.”

The president sputtered for a moment, but didn’t argue. A moment later, Allison hung up the phone and turned to Noah. “Report,” she said.

“A small invasion force,” Noah said. “Not very well trained, and they used one of our own trucks with a small bomb to breach the doorway. Kind of stupid, since the door wasn’t locked and they could’ve walked right in. The bomb killed the receptionist in the lobby, and a few other people were injured. The only other deaths were on the side of the attackers. I got Lieutenant Remy dealing with the police, he’s the best man for the job since he used to work with them. I sent all the workers home, and canceled shifts for the next couple of days until we figure out what’s going on.”

“Good move. Is there anything to indicate who they were, or what was behind this?”

“I didn’t take the time to go over the bodies, but Remy will. He’ll report to me when he knows more.”

“Well, this is enough to make me think it’s coming from higher up than our local group. I’m back to thinking it’s got something to do with the conglomerate. It has to be, somebody’s trying to either shut us down or make us look incompetent, I can’t tell which.”

“I can’t disagree with you,” Noah said. “I just don’t understand the motive.”

“Seems obvious to me,” Allison said bitterly. “Somebody’s trying to destroy our organization, and the best way they can think of to do it is by feeding information to our targets. The question is who could have given them this location. I don’t think anyone on the conglomerate had it.”

“Our location is probably in the files they were given on the computers,” Noah said. “Considering that Team Pegasus is now missing, we have to at least entertain the possibility that the information came from one of the members of that board. I’m not suggesting they all turned against us, and it’s even conceivable that one or more of them might have given up information under torture.”

“That’s definitely a possibility. Hell, maybe Diana gave us up while Valdes had her. He might’ve sent the information to somebody before the rest of the team got there.”

Noah nodded. “That’s possible, but Ralph doesn’t believe she cracked. We won’t know unless we can find them and get them back.”

“Then that’s where we have to start,” Allison said. “I think, instead of setting up an online meeting, we should also ask the president to convene another meeting of the conglomerate, and this time I want you there. Between you and the deception detection glasses, I’m pretty sure you can figure out who the leak is on their end.”

“If it can be arranged, I’m more than willing. And the sooner the better—we don’t need this getting worse than it already is.”

“Hell, no we don’t. It gets any worse, I’ll consider going rogue myself!”

* * *
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JC was the first one to return to consciousness, and he realized instantly that they were no longer on the plane. He looked around and saw that Ralph, Benny and Diana were all with him, each of them lying on a cot in the small room. The walls appeared to be made of concrete, and the door that he could see was of steel. He sat up and looked around for another moment, then leaned over and grabbed Ralph’s shoulder and shook him.

“Ralph. Ralph, wake up. Something is wrong.”

Ralph slowly opened his eyes, then reached up to rub his face. When he moved his hand away, he saw the ceiling of the room and then looked around, his eyes finally coming to rest on JC.

“What the hell is going on?” he asked. “Where are we?”

“I’ve no idea,” JC said. “But we are no longer on the airplane. From the look of our surroundings, I would say that we are prisoners.”

Ralph sat up quickly and looked around, breathing a sigh of relief when he spotted Diana sleeping nearby. He stood up and leaned over her, just to be sure she was breathing, then sat back down on his cot.

“Any idea how long we’ve been here?”

“No,” JC said, shaking his head. “And I’ve tried reaching out via my subcom already, but there’s no signal.”

“That figures. Since we’re here, I’m going to guess that our friends back home are aware something’s happened to us.”

“Probably. If not yet, then soon. I don’t know how long we’ve been asleep, but we should probably be expected to arrive in London at some point.”

Diana suddenly turned over and moaned in her sleep, then opened her eyes and looked around. “What the...”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Ralph said. “The last we knew, we were on the airplane headed back toward London. Went to sleep and woke up here.”

“But where is here?” Diana asked. “Anybody know?”

Ralph shook his head. He leaned over and used his foot to shake Benny’s cot, and Benny snorted as he opened his eyes and sat up.

“What? What, I was sleeping...” Just like the others, his eyes grew wide as he looked around the room. “Okay, this does not look good. Where are we?”

Ralph got to his feet. “I think it’s time we try to find out.” He walked over to the door and pounded on it. “Hey! Anybody out there? Somebody want to tell us what’s going on?”

He listened for a moment, but there was no response. He raised his hand to start pounding on the door again, then the sound of a key in the lock made him step back.

The door opened suddenly and they saw three men standing just outside, each of them holding a small automatic weapon. Ralph stared at them, but none of them looked familiar at all.

“Hey, there,” Ralph said. “I was hoping somebody might want to tell us what’s going on here. Where are we, that sort of thing.”

The man in the middle of the three smiled at him. “You’ll know that soon enough,” he said, with a hint of a Spanish accent. “For now, you will wait. Don’t worry, we will take care of you. Is there anything you need?”

“Need? Yeah, we need to go home. We need to not be in this room.”

“Unfortunately, you will need to stay. We have a few hours to wait until your host arrives, and then I’m sure he will answer your questions. Until then, we simply need to encourage you to be calm and relax.”

He started to close the door but Ralph put his foot in the way. “Hold on,” he said. “Who is our host? Who is it we’re waiting for?”

“I’m afraid we are not at liberty to say. For that, you’ll have to wait. Again, if you need anything, simply knock on the door and let us know.”

Diana stood up. “I don’t know about these guys, but I need some water.”

The man smiled. “But of course,” he said. He waved a hand behind him and a woman appeared with a basket and set it inside the door. There were several bottles of water in the basket, and an assortment of different snacks. “Please enjoy these until your host arrives.”

He pushed on the door, forcing Ralph to move his foot, and then it closed. They heard the lock turn again, and Ralph reached down to pick up the basket. He set it on one end of his cot and took one of the bottles of water to pass to Diana. He then opened another for himself, sat down and took a sip.

“I guess all we can do is wait,” he said.

“Yeah,” Benny said. “But what are we waiting for?”

* * *
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“The president has agreed,” Allison said. “He’s going to convene a meeting of the conglomerate, and he’ll let me know in a few hours when and where it will be held. He’s of the same opinion we are, that someone in the group is trying to either get control of us or discredit us. Either way, we have to get to the bottom of it and soon.”

Noah bit his bottom lip. “And what do we do when we find out who it is? We’re talking about world leaders, not terrorists or criminals. Somehow I don’t think the conglomerate is going to willingly sanction one of their own, do you?”

“Of course not,” Allison said. “Noah, you and I both know this is likely to be the end of our grand little adventure, here. We can’t continue to work with people we can’t trust.”

“The thing that concerns me the most,” Noah said, “is that those people know about this location. The people who attacked us are low-priced mercenaries, most of them. They hired out to whoever paid the most money, and this time they just had the bad luck of running into a superior force. If we knew who hired them, we might have a chance to turn this thing around, but I just don’t know how to find out. Unfortunately, none of the attackers survived for questioning.”

“That’s certainly a problem,” Allison said. “Without some kind of lead about who hired them, we don’t know whether another attack might be coming. If it does, you can bet they will be coming with a stronger force next time.”

“That’s what worries me. We don’t know what to expect next.” Noah got to his feet and shook his head. “I’m going downstairs to see if the police have any ideas.” He turned and walked out the door, leaving Allison and Molly where they sat.

“He’s right, you know,” Molly said. “We don’t know what to expect. Things have gotten so crazy that we don’t really know who we work for, or who we should count as an enemy. I know the conglomerate was supposed to be a solution, but it’s turned into an even bigger problem. The trouble is that I don’t know what the answer could be.”

“I do,” Allison said, “and so does Noah. I just said it a few minutes ago. It’s time to shut down the whole organization. If we can’t trust the people sending missions our way, then we have no business taking any of those missions on. This is the home stretch, Molly. We’re almost finished, and unless we figure out something in a hurry, it’s going to be the end.”

“You’re such a pessimist,” Molly said. “How well do you know Noah Wolf? He’s not the kind who’s going to lie down and play dead, not for anybody. We may end up having to bug out and set up somewhere else, but I’ll guarantee we’re not finished. Mark my words on that.”

Allison grinned at her. “And you’re an optimist,” she said. “On the other hand, you could be right. Noah isn’t going to want to let somebody else win, so I don’t expect him to give it up without a fight. The trouble is that we don’t know who the enemy is. Until we know that, there really isn’t a lot we can do.”
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“You’re Mr. Lightner, is that correct?” the police inspector asked Noah.

“Yes, Travis Lightner. Have you come to any conclusions about just what might’ve happened here?”

“It’s a bit of a mystery, sir. We identified a few of the miscreants, but not all of them. It seems they must’ve thought there was something here they wanted. Would you have any idea what that might have been?”

“Well, I would’ve thought that was obvious,” Noah said. “We’re producing some of the most advanced robotic appliances in the world. I’m sure this has something to do with industrial espionage, wouldn’t you think?”

“That’s what our chief inspector said,” said the inspector. “I’m just trying to figure out what to make of it all.”

“Perhaps I can be of service in that regard,” came a feminine voice, and Noah turned to see Catherine Potts approaching. She held out an ID card to the police officer. “Catherine Potts, MI6. We’ve been monitoring some interesting communications regarding this factory, so I believe we can confirm the hypothesis that this attack involved an attempt to steal secrets. Have your chief inspector call me; we’re going to be taking over the investigation, I’m afraid.”

The police inspector looked at her ID for a moment, then seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. “Bloody  fine with me,” he mumbled under his breath as he walked away.

Catherine turned to Noah. “Hello again, old friend,” she said. “Just what kind of nightmare have you gotten yourself into this time?”

“I only wish we knew,” Noah said. “Things have gone crazy the last couple of days, and this was just the tip of the iceberg. I’ve got a team missing, two of my people have been captured and rescued, and now this? We don’t know what’s going on.”

“Well, I can perhaps put your mind to rest a bit regarding this bit of rubbish,” she said. “It turns out some of our people have in fact been monitoring talk of someone trying to steal your business secrets. I’m not saying that’s all this was about, but it may be unconnected to your other troubles. We’ll know more before long, because we’ve got people out rounding up the ones behind it.”

Noah raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? I was just using the corporate espionage angle to try to throw the police off. I didn’t really think it had any validity.”

“It may,” Catherine said. “Shall we go up and see Ms. Peterson?”

Noah led the way up the stairs and into Allison’s office, where the two women hugged each other briefly. They’d only met once or twice before, but Catherine had been working for Allison as the British liaison in London for quite some time.

“Catherine thinks there’s a possibility this may have been nothing but corporate espionage,” Noah said. “If it is, the timing was absolutely ridiculous.”

Allison looked to Catherine. “Are you serious? They were after factory secrets?”

“We’ve been monitoring some rumors that someone was planning to strike a factory somewhere in this area,” Catherine said. “The plan seemed to involve taking the senior staff hostage and demanding certain corporate secrets, specifically trade secrets involving robotics. Naturally, we figured it might be you folks, but we didn’t have any concrete evidence. If there had been anything that seemed legitimate, I can assure you we would’ve given you warnings.”

Allison let out a sigh. “I’ll confess that would be a relief,” she said, “but I’m not sure I believe it unless you can come up with some pretty serious proof. I don’t know how many corporate raiders operate with a truck bomb and armed mercenaries.”

“It’s not nearly as rare as you might believe,” Catherine said. “We’ve seen several such cases over the last decade or so. When one company seems to have a terrific advantage over others, the others get quite jealous. Jealousy, in the corporate world as much as the romantic, can lead to some fairly stupid notions about how to handle things.”

“Well, I’m willing to listen. Like I said, it would be a relief if that’s all this is. We’ve definitely got enough on our plate right now as it is—we don’t need extra troubles like this.”

“So Noah tells me. What’s the story, about your missing team?”

“They got on a plane in Mexico City last night, one that we thought we had arranged through a charter service. Today, the charter service says they never spoke to us, and the plane never arrived at Heathrow. There’s no record of our people getting into a charter flight at all, even though they were speaking with some of our office staff as they boarded the plane.”

“And you think they’ve been abducted?”

“I don’t know what else to think,” Noah said. “The only other possibility is that they have decided to desert, and I have a lot of trouble believing that of this particular team.”

Catherine took out a phone and dialed a number. “Stanley, it’s Cat. Has there been any kind of chatter about our American stepchildren? Some of their family has gone missing, out of Mexico City last night. I want to know if any of your lads have picked up anything that might connect to it.” She listened for a moment, then nodded. “Very good. Do let me know if you come across anything.” She put the phone back in her pocket and turned to Noah. “That was our international desk. I’ve asked them to look for any kind of information that might relate to your missing lads.”

“Thank you,” Noah said. “We’ll take any help we can get at this point.”

“And we’ll be glad to offer that if we can. Now, let me hear your theories on the matter.”

Allison spoke up. “Right now, we’re considering the possibility that someone in the conglomerate that oversees our activities might be working against us. We know that someone gave information to a Mexican drug cartel about our agents, including the fact that one of our teams was sent there to eliminate their leaders. One of the team members was captured and tortured, but we were able to recover her and complete the mission.” She glanced at Noah, then turned back to Catherine. “Unfortunately, that’s the very team that has disappeared.”

“I see. This does present a conundrum. I know that we are part of that conglomerate, but I don’t know who the rest of them are. Do you?”

Allison smiled. “I do, but if you haven’t been cleared for it, I’m not going to give you that information.”

“Oh, I wasn’t asking. All I want to know is whether you can point me in a direction, so I can set our boys and girls to trying to ferret out some information for you.”

“Well, at first I thought it might’ve been Mexico, but now I’m leaning toward either Venezuela or Colombia. Both of those countries benefit a lot from the international drug trade, so the cartels make them a lot of money. I think it’s not unreasonable to assume they might be somewhat defensive of the cartels, since they get a lot of their revenue out of those ventures.”

Catherine nodded. “It would make sense to me. I’ll share it with our people back in London, see if they might come up with any kind of confirmation for you. In the meanwhile, is there anything I can do for you at the moment? With regard to this particular situation, I mean?”

“I think you already did it,” Noah said. “Taking over the investigation from the local police gets them out of our hair. Are you going to handle it yourself on this end?”

“I’m afraid so, you’re going to have to put up with me for a few days. Don’t worry, I’ve already booked a room in town. I’ll just nose about here and there, act like I’m conducting an official investigation, just to keep the locals away. The real work is going on back in London, where they are working on picking up the people who were jabbering about the theft of secrets. If it’s connected to you folks, we’ll know it soon enough.”

“That sounds good,” Allison said. “The less we have to deal with the local police, the better off we are.”

* * *
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The big van pulled in just as they were finishing up, and Team Cinderella was hustled in quickly and away from prying eyes. Esmeralda was taken directly down into the underground lab, where Wally threw his arms around her and wept in his relief.

When he got himself under control, he stood back and looked at her.

“Wow, you really got torn up,” he said. “You’re going to need a lot of new skin.”

“I bled out, too,” she said. “I guess there were too many cuts, and all the blood drained out. I’m sorry to have been careless enough to let this happen.”

“Oh, forget it,” Wally said. “I’m just glad you’re back. We can fix the problems, but we can’t replace you.”

He motioned for a couple of his assistants to come over, and they took Esmeralda into a small side room. One of the assistants came back out a moment later and picked up a large bucket of a liquid polymer, then hurried back into the room.

Upstairs, Noah was debriefing the rest of the team. They each told their versions of the story, and then were allowed to head for their own trailers to get some rest. Noah promised to let them know when Esmeralda was back on duty.

Then he went down to the lab to check on her for himself.

Fixing Esmeralda’s skin was a tricky task that had been developed specifically for her. Her skin was made of a special polymer that not only could look real, but was capable of stretching and contracting. That enabled her to make certain changes to her appearance, and she could even adjust the flow of her artificial blood to change the hue of the skin. If she needed to go very dark, however, she would have to apply a special kind of dye that was developed for her own use.

Applying the skin was done in layers. First, it was necessary to strip all the old skin off completely. This left her looking a lot like a skinned cadaver, although some of the parts that became visible were made of metal or plastic that did not look anything like actual flesh. Anyone who wasn’t completely familiar with who and what she was would be completely startled to see this skinless monstrosity walking around and talking, but Noah didn’t even bat an eye.

“Esmeralda,” he said, causing her to turn and look in his direction. “It’s good to have you back.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Glad to be back, but I’ll be much more glad when I’m back in my skin.”

Noah nodded. “I can understand that. How long will it be, Wally?”

“It’ll take about twenty-four hours,” Wally said. “It has to go on in layers. First, we put the first layer on and let it start to set, then we have to apply the circulatory system, the part that has to be inside the skin. That’s connected to the rest of her circulatory system, of course, and then we can start laying the outer layers of skin over that. It gets painted on, and it takes about four coats to do it all. Then she gets into the mold, that’s what shapes everything perfectly. Once that’s done, and she’s got all the pores and everything in place, then we tackle things like nipples, mucous membranes, things like that. We’re looking at about a full day of work to get her back to normal.”

“What about her hair?” Noah asked.

“Oh, that’s easy,” Wally said. “It comes already assembled with her scalp, and we just mold it right into the new skin. We’ve got several already done, because we knew this would happen occasionally. We can’t expect her to never get banged up, right?”

Noah shrugged. “I guess not. Especially in this line of work, right?” He turned back to Esmeralda. “When you get everything done, I know everyone out at the house will be glad to see you. Just do whatever Wally says, so we get you back the way you’re supposed to be.”

Esmeralda giggled. “Don’t worry, I will.”

When he was finished, Noah went back upstairs to report to Allison. She shuddered when he described how Esmeralda was looking at the moment, and declined his invitation to take her down to the lab to see for herself.

* * *
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The sound of the key in the lock caught Ralph’s attention again, but he sat on the cot as the door swung open. Two of the men he’d seen earlier were standing there, but another man he didn’t recognize was with them.

“Hello,” said the man he didn’t know. He spoke English with a strange mix of British and Hispanic accents. “I’m sorry to have kept you folks waiting. I trust you’ve been comfortable?”

“We’ve been as comfortable as you can imagine being trapped in a room like this,” Ralph said. “I take it you are the host we’ve been waiting for?”

“I am,” he said. “For our purposes, you may call me Mr. Bell. You’re going to be my guest for a few days, and then we will determine what to do with you.”

“This might seem a little cocky, but how about you just let us go? I mean, if you have any idea who we are, you should know that some very powerful people are going to be looking for us. It might not be a good idea to get caught keeping us locked up this way, you know what I mean?”

Mr. Bell smiled. “I’m not terribly concerned,” he said. “You see, I’m not only aware of who you are, I’m also fully aware of who you work for. I’m referring, of course, to the international conglomerate that oversees your organization. My own employer is among them, and thinks that this has become far too dangerous a situation. I’ll be interviewing you about a number of things, and your answers will help us determine exactly how to cope with the entire situation.”

“Just what kind of things do you want to interview us about?” Diana asked. 

“Why, about what you do for a living, obviously. You are professional killers, supposedly in the employ of the conglomerate for the purpose of maintaining peace and security throughout the civilized world. I’m afraid my employer is concerned that some of your activities might actually threaten that peace and security, and so we are determined to investigate this and see what conclusion we might come to.”

“If your employer is part of the conglomerate,” JC said, “is he not aware of the importance of our work? I was given to understand that all of the conglomerate were supportive of what we do.”

“That’s precisely what we need to determine, isn’t it?” Mr. Bell smiled. “Please allow me to get settled in, and then we will begin our interviews. I will be speaking with each of you individually, so just relax and we will get started shortly.”

The door closed, and the lock rattled. The four of them looked at one another, and Ralph shook his head. “Sounds like a bunch of BS to me,” he said. “If one member of the conglomerate is second-guessing everybody else, then it’s gonna turn into some kind of a nightmare.”

“Indeed,” JC said. “It makes me glad I never became a politician.”

The lock rattled again just a few minutes later, and a servant set a tray on the floor just inside the door. On the tray were four plates loaded with food. When the door closed, JC picked up the tray and passed it around so they could each take one.

“Well, at least they’re feeding us pretty well,” Benny said. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’ve got roast beef, potatoes, some kind of greens that taste pretty good. If we have to be here, at least we get to eat decent.”

“I’m going to eat it because I know we need to keep up our strength,” Ralph said. “Just remember, they fed us on the plane and the next thing we knew, we woke up here.”

Benny looked at his plate again and scowled, but then he went ahead and started eating. “I’ll take my chances,” he said. “I mean, we never know when we might get to eat again, right?”

“That is unfortunately true,” JC said. He took a big bite of the roast beef and then nodded appreciatively. “It’s very good.”

When they had all eaten, they put their plates back on the tray and set it just inside the door again. When the keys rattled again, the same servant reached in to pick it up and Diana suddenly got to her feet. “Look, I’m going to need a bathroom,” she said. “And I need it very soon.”

One of the armed men nodded toward her, but then he shut the door. A few minutes later, he returned with another woman who motioned for Diana to follow her. He closed the door after she stepped out, and then followed the two women down the hall.

Diana was back ten minutes later. When the door was closed behind her, she looked at the men and smiled. “Well, the bathroom is small, and it doesn’t have a window. I was hoping I might get a chance to see out, try to see where we are. No such luck, and the bathroom isn’t going to offer any hope of escape.”

“It was a good attempt,” Ralph said. “And incidentally, and this goes for all of you, if anybody gets a chance to escape, go for it. If one of us gets out, we can always send help back. Don’t pass up a chance to escape if you get it—I’m serious.”

Diana looked at him. “Are you honestly telling me you would escape if you got the chance, and leave me behind?”

Ralph looked at her, and his face gave away his answer. “No, but I’m the team leader,” he said. “All of you are my responsibility.”

“And you honestly think that I might try to escape and leave you behind?” she asked. “Because if you do, you’re an idiot.”

“Yeah,” Benny said. “We don’t leave anybody behind, remember?”

“I agree,” JC said. “I don’t think any of us could actually escape and leave the others behind. That is not going to happen, Ralph, and you know it.”

“But—look, guys, I’m serious. If you get the chance, go. You can send help back if you get away, but...”

“Give it up, Ralph,” Diana said. “It’s all for one, and one for all, right? Just like the Three Musketeers, only there’s four of us.”

“That’s my point,” Ralph said. “There were five of us until just a little while ago, remember? We already lost one. Any of you who can get away should do so.”

“Ralph,” Diana said. “Just shut up.”
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Chapter 16
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“What is your name, please?” Mr. Bell asked.

“Ralph,” Ralph said.

“Thank you, Ralph. I actually didn’t expect you to answer at all. I know that you are an agent of E & E, formerly an organization of the United States that now works for an international conglomerate of world leaders. Can you tell me your position within that organization?”

“My name is Ralph,” Ralph said. “That’s Ralph, R-A-L-P-H, but you can call me Ralph.”

Mr. Bell smiled. “Very humorous,” he said. “Please work with me, so that we can get this over with quickly and you can get back to your life.”

“Back to my life? My life and I were doing just fine until you decided to kidnap me. Do you think I honestly believe you’re going to let any of us go?”

“But I will, once I’m done with my interviews. You see, I’m not here to endanger you in any way, nor any of your friends. I’m here to gather information to help my employer make a decision. That’s all.”

“If you know anything about my employers at all, you know that I’m not allowed to give you any of the information you’re likely to want. So, you tell me. How are we supposed to resolve this problem?”

Mr. Bell sighed. “Yes, I see your dilemma. You don’t trust me at all, because as far as you can tell, I am somehow an enemy. I can assure you, Ralph, the truth is much simpler than that. I am neither a friend nor an enemy, I am simply gathering information. With that information, my employer will make a decision regarding his continued participation in the conglomerate. Whether he chooses to continue or not will have little or no bearing on you or what you do. Now, please, can we continue?”

Ralph grinned at him, completely ignoring the two armed men who were also in this small room with them. “Look, Mr. Bell, or whatever your real name is. I’m not going to tell you squat. If I do, when I get back to my employers, they are going take me out behind a stand of trees and dig a hole to bury me in. Do you get it? I cannot answer your questions without signing my own death warrant, and I’m not willing to do that for you.”

“Ralph, please don’t make me resort to other tactics. I’m authorized to do so, but I really prefer not to.”

“You can resort to anything you want,” Ralph said. “I’m still not going to tell you anything.”

Mr. Bell reached up and took off the glasses he was wearing, then used a handkerchief to wipe his face. He used the corner of it to clean the lenses of his glasses, and then put them back on.

“Ralph. Here’s the situation. I have to get the information I’m looking for, or my employer is going to cause more trouble than you can imagine. And when I talk about trouble, I’m talking about on a global scale, not something you ever want to be responsible for. Now, he is so determined to get that information that I am authorized to do whatever it takes to get it. That includes torturing you, which is something I simply don’t want to do, or resorting to extreme pressure tactics. For example, since I have reason to believe you are the leader of this particular team, I’m authorized to threaten the lives of the other members of your team. If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I am authorized to kill if necessary. Now, can we get past all this childish resistance and get down to some serious business?”

Ralph stared at him. “Okay, you had your say,” Ralph said. “Do me the courtesy of letting me have mine. If you hurt any of my team, you are going to have to hurt us all. If you kill any of them, you’re going to have to kill us all. That means you still won’t get any information. Do you understand what I’m saying? You are going to get nothing out of us, even if you kill us.”

Mr. Bell shook his head. “Are you honestly going to tell me you would allow me to shoot the young lady in the head, rather than tell me what I want to know?”

“I guess that is what I’m saying,” Ralph said. “Because you see, it’s like this. Before you get a chance to shoot her, you’re going to have to kill me. There’s no way in the world I’m gonna just sit by and let it happen, and if you hold me down or tie me down or whatever, then you will have only guaranteed that I’m not going to cooperate. Sooner or later, you’ll end up killing me as well, and you still won’t get anything you want.”

Mr. Bell looked at him. “Then perhaps,” he said, “we should try another approach. What if, just for the sake of argument, my employer were to offer you a much better position than you currently have? What if you were to be given wealth and power within my employer’s country? You could be part of the government, perhaps, or a military leader, and with enough wealth to live however you choose for the rest of your life. Will that entice you to answer?”

“You just don’t get it, do you? You really don’t. Let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that I were to accept that offer. How long do you think my current employers would allow me to keep living?”

“Hmmm, yes. I suppose I see your point. Well, then we are at something of an impasse. Please, Ralph, help me find a way to get beyond this problem. If I can’t find one, I’m going to be forced to use every possible means to achieve my ends, and I really don’t want to do that.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Just between you and me, I’ve never been the kind of man who likes violence. I prefer to solve things with negotiation, peaceful negotiation. Surely there is some arrangement we can come to.”

Ralph chewed the inside of his cheek for a moment and just looked at Mr. Bell. “I can think of only one possible way,” Ralph said. “Give me a phone and let me call my employers. If they tell me it’s okay to talk to you, I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

Mr. Bell closed his eyes and shook his head. “It’s just not that simple, Ralph,” he said. “I can tell you that if it were up to me, I would take you up on that proposal, but it’s not. There’s just no way I can let that happen.”

Ralph shrugged. “Okay, then, how about an email? Hook me up with the Internet and let me send an email asking if I can talk to you. You can read the email, I won’t even try to tell them where I am or anything.”

“You see, there you go again. You and I both know I can’t allow you anywhere near an Internet connection. I know about your little communicators, the things embedded in the skin under your ear. There’s no way in the world I’m going to let you get online, not even for a minute.” He grinned. “Frankly, I think that would be signing my own death warrant. I’m no more in favor of that idea than you are.”

“Then I don’t know what else we have to talk about,” Ralph said. “I can’t answer your questions and you can’t convince me otherwise. You can talk to the others, but they’ll tell you the same things. If there’s no other way we can resolve this, you might as well just shoot us all now.”

Mr. Bell shook his head again, then got up out of his chair. At a brief motion of his hand, one of the guards took hold of Ralph by his arm and walked him out of the room. The other guard followed as he was taken back to the cell where they had been kept since their arrival, and opened the door to shove Ralph inside.

Then he took hold of Diana, and escorted her out of the room. Ralph and the others glared as she was marched out, but the machine gun pointed at them was enough to keep them from trying to stop it.

“So what was happening?” JC asked when the door had closed again.

“That Mr. Bell, he wants us to tell him all about the organization. I tried to explain to him that we can’t do that, but he’s pretty stubborn. I’d love to play poker with the guy, because he’s not very good at bluffing. He told me that he’s authorized to kill us if we don’t talk, or to threaten the rest of you if I don’t answer his questions, but I looked into his eyes. He’s not a man who knows how to kill, and I don’t think he would even have the guts to order it.”

“I hope Diana can see through him, then,” Benny said. “He threatens to kill you to get her to talk, she’s gonna tell him everything she knows.”

Ralph shook his head. “She won’t. She knows as well as I do that they have no intention of letting us go. The only thing they can do is kill us when they get done with us, and we can’t give them the satisfaction of breaking us. We’ll each take our turn facing him down, but if it gets to the point where any of us are afraid we’re going to break, then we need to take steps of our own to make sure that won’t happen.”

JC nodded. “I agree,” he said. “It’s the only answer. If we begin to crack, we must take our own lives.”

Benny looked at him. “I can’t do that,” he said. “If it comes to that, you guys are going to have to help me out.”

Ralph looked at him. “Help you out? What’s that supposed to mean, you’re too chicken to kill yourself?”

“Not chicken,” Benny said. “It’s the way I was raised, man. Suicide is a mortal sin, it would mean I go to hell. Now, I may not have a great chance of making it into heaven, but I’m not going to do anything to make sure I go the other direction. All I’m saying, if it comes to that, I need one of you guys to do it for me. Okay?”

Ralph shook his head, but JC nodded and laid a hand on Benny’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, Benny,” he said. “If it becomes necessary, I will take care of it for you.”

“Sheesh, okay,” Ralph said. “I guess I get it. Anyway, you know that Noah and the rest are looking for us. Maybe it won’t come to that.”

“We can only hope,” JC said. “We can only hope.”

* * *
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It was nearly five o’clock by the time Allison got an answer back from the president. She called Noah to her office, and looked up as he entered.

“I got the president to light a fire under the conglomerate,” she said. “He put the word out that whoever has your team had better own up to it fast, or things are about to get ugly. Nobody owned up, so he called an emergency meeting for the day after tomorrow. They’re all going to be in Dallas, and you’re going as our representative.”

“All right,” Noah said. “But I’m not going alone. I want to take Esmeralda along. She should be ready to go in plenty of time, and I suspect she’ll come in handy.”

Allison shrugged. “Fine by me,” she said. “What have you got in mind?”

“Simple enough. She doesn’t need the glasses, she can spot a lie a mile away. I claim she’s an assistant or something, so nobody will pay a lot of attention to her.”

“Sounds like a good plan. You’d better make sure Wally has her ready in time, though.”

“I’ll take care of that right now,” Noah said.

A few minutes later, he entered Wally’s underground lair once again. Everyone there was busy, working around Esmeralda, who was looking a little more human than she had earlier. The first layer of liquid skin had gone on, and she was standing up as Wally’s people were applying what looked like blood vessels.

She noticed Noah first and turned to look at him, her not-quite-finished face doing its best to smile. “Noah,” she said. “Look, I’m getting a makeover.”

Noah raised an eyebrow. “Yes, so I see,” he said. “Wally, can I talk to you for moment?”

Wally hurried over to him. “Isn’t this amazing? I mean, watching her get put back together, isn’t it incredible?”

“Yes, it is,” Noah said. “Is everything going according to schedule?”

“Oh, yes. She’ll be good as new by this time tomorrow. Why do you ask?”

“Because I need to take her with me to the States tomorrow evening,” Noah said. “I’m going in as our representative to a conglomerate meeting, and I want her to go as my assistant. Make sure she’s got whatever latest updates you have on deception detection software. I want her to spot whoever is lying for me.”

“Oh, certainly,” Wally said. “She’ll be ready, no problem. You’re taking her as an assistant, you say? Do you want any changes to her appearance?”

“I thought she could handle that on her own,” Noah said. “What are you suggesting?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Wally said. “Maybe I could make her a blonde? Or, if you want, we could make her Asian or something?”

Noah blinked. “I don’t think you need to make any special arrangements. I don’t think anyone there is going to know who she is, so she shouldn’t need to disguise herself. Just put her back to the way she was, we all know her like that.”

Wally patted him on the back. “You got it,” he said. “You got it, Noah. She’ll be right as rain.”

Noah nodded, then turned and left. He checked with the security personnel who were in the process of putting up a temporary wall across the front of the building, where the truck had crashed through, and then walked out to his car and headed for home.

Ever since Norah was born, Noah had developed a fondness for spending his evenings with her and Sarah. Sometimes they would sit and watch television, with the child on one of their laps, and sometimes they would simply gather on their bed and spend time playing with her. She was starting to crawl, although Noah considered it more of a bouncing motion, and he enjoyed watching her moving around trying to get to each of them at different times.

Sarah liked those times, as well. She was especially fond of the moments when Noah would break out into a big smile at his daughter’s antics. In many ways he was still the same Noah Wolf he had always been, cold and without emotion, but over the last several months she had begun to see minor differences. His smiles were rare, but they were definitely genuine when they appeared, and she loved each and every one.

“So,” Sarah said as they closed their bedroom door behind them. “Tell me what happened up there today.”

“A group of mercenaries, semiprofessional type, tried to launch an attack on the factory. At first, we were convinced it was something to do with Team Pegasus disappearing, but Catherine Potts showed up and says there’s been rumors that we might’ve been the target of a corporate espionage plot. Right now, that’s the theory we’re working on. Somebody was trying to steal secrets from our robotics lab, and probably didn’t have a clue that there’s more going on than just innovations in cybernetics.”

“So they attacked like it was some kind of military operation? Does that really make any sense?”

“According to Catherine, it does. From what I gather, the corporate espionage game has become somewhat militaristic. Rather than just trying to sneak in and steal a secret, they send in a force to take it, scaring people into giving them up. That seems to be what was happening today, but they didn’t expect a simple factory to have our kind of security.”

Sarah shook her head. “That’s just crazy,” she said. “What kind of secrets are worth killing people over?” 

“Unfortunately, the kind that can make billions of dollars. At least, that’s the way the corporate world looks at things.”

“Well, at least the casualties were kept to a minimum. I just feel sorry for the family of the woman who died.”

“Yes. We’ve made arrangements for her family to be very well taken care of. I’ve also suggested that we do a better job of armoring the place. We’re having the front of the building redesigned so that this sort of thing can’t happen again. Barricades, and we are replacing all the glass with Carbonite. It’ll take more than a truck to get through in the future.”

“Da-da,” Norah said, bringing the business conversation to an end. Noah flopped onto the bed as Sarah set their daughter down on it, and then she laughed as the little girl made her way up the bed to where her daddy was holding out his hands to her.

An hour later, they went downstairs for dinner and met Allison and Molly as they came in from the office. Both women immediately went for the baby, and Sarah happily handed her over. Her high chair was placed between Molly and Allison, and the two of them took turns feeding her while the rest of them ate their dinner.

As they ate, Noah filled the rest of them in on the events of the day. Renée had been at home all day, and while she and the others had heard about what happened, they wanted to hear Noah’s perspective on it all. Learning that it might have been nothing more than corporate espionage made Marco angry, while Renée and Jenny expressed relief.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, Noah wondered if any of the things they were talking about were part of any normal family conversation at the dinner table.
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Chapter 17
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The door opened again, and Diana walked inside. She gave Ralph a droll smile and sat down beside him on his cot, while Benny was taken out for his first visit with Mr. Bell.

“How was it?” Ralph asked.

“About what I expected,” she said. “He kept asking me to tell him all about E & E, and I kept telling him I wasn’t going to tell him anything. He gave me some spiel about how he might have to resort to drastic action to get us to talk, and I invited him to kiss my butt.” She giggled. “He actually turned red, can you believe that? I don’t think the guy is near as tough as he wants us to believe he is.”

“I said the same thing,” Ralph said. “He’s bluffing, trying to scare us into talking. Unfortunately, I don’t think there’s really much hope they have any intention of letting us go. From the accent he has and the way the guards are speaking some version of Spanish, I suspect we’re in South America, somewhere. I’m actually afraid we might end up in some Third World prison before this is over.”

“Don’t give up on Noah,” JC said. “He doesn’t leave anybody out in the cold. If there’s any possible way to find us, he will.”

* * *
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Noah got up the next morning and went to the office like he usually did, checked on the work going on to repair the front of the building and then went directly down to see Wally. The eccentric scientist looked up excitedly when he entered, and hurried over to shake his hand again.

“You’re gonna love it,” Wally said. “Esmeralda decided she wanted to go blonde, so we put her base hair color to a dirty blonde that she took a liking to. Other than that she kept her appearance the same, and she’ll be finished up here in the next few hours. Any idea what time you plan on leaving for the States?”

“I’ve got the plane lined up for five p.m. That will put us in Dallas at about nine p.m. local time there. The meeting is happening at a hotel just off the airport, so I’ll be able to get some rest. It’s a little over ten hours of flight time.”

“Yeah, I know. Well, she’ll be all ready, no problem at all.”

“Good. However, I came to see you about some other matters. Have you got a few minutes?”

Wally’s eyes lit up. “Sure, sure,” he said. “What do you need?”

“I just want to pick your brain on a couple of things. We suspect that Team Pegasus is being held somewhere in South America. Now, I know the subcoms can’t reach out any distance without a Wi-Fi boost, but is there any way they can receive a signal without it?”

Wally stared at him for a second. “Well, of course they can,” he said. “They’re just receivers. Receivers receive, that’s what they do. If you could broadcast the signal on the right frequency, and with enough power to reach whatever distance is between you and them, they’d hear it.”

Noah nodded. “Okay. What about from a satellite? Could a satellite broadcast a signal directly to the subcom?”

“As long as it could broadcast on the right frequency, of course. Wow, I’m surprised I never thought of that. That would be a fantastic way to send a mass message.”

“Okay, but hold on. What if I only want certain subcom units to pick it up? Can we do that?”

“Of course. You can tell your subcom to activate Sarah’s, for instance, right? Well, when you do that, it sends a message to our server to send an activation signal directly to her unit, which is identified by a string of numbers in the server. If you broadcast an activation signal directly to a particular unit or series of units, and then follow it up immediately with the message you want to deliver, it will only be received by those units. I mean, even when you want to send a mass broadcast, you would still have to send the ‘activate all’ message, which activates all subcoms on your particular contact list. Well, yours covers just about everybody, as far as our personnel go, but—well, for example, you can’t send a message to the ones that we use for the conglomerate. Likewise, they can’t send a message directly to you. You’re on different contact lists in the server, so it won’t work.”

“Okay, I think we’re getting somewhere. Now, suppose I want to send a signal to Team Pegasus, a signal that only they can get, and I’m going to broadcast it from a satellite that’s in geosynchronous orbit about South America. Is it going to matter where they are in South America? Is it going to affect whether or not they can receive, I mean?”

Wally grinned. “Man, you’re so smart. No, it wouldn’t affect it at all. Any satellite that’s in a stable orbit over South America would be able to send the signal, and if they are in South America, they’ll be able to pick it up. It’s that simple.”

“Good. Now, help me get this set up. We need to find the right satellite and encode the signal so that it is only sent to those particular subcom units.”

“That’s easy. All we have to do is establish an uplink from our server to the satellite, which we can do by bouncing it through our own satellites up there. When the signal gets sent, it will bounce from one satellite to another until it gets to the right one, then beam down to the earth where Pegasus will be able to hear it. Come into the server room, and I can get this set up in about fifteen minutes.”

Noah followed him. “Now, if only you could figure out a way for them to send a message back.”

“Oh, I can’t do that. Their units don’t have enough strength to reach back to the satellite.” He hurried into the server room with Noah on his heels, and suddenly came to a screeching halt. “Unless—you know, there might be one way we can at least figure out approximately where they are. You see, the satellite signal can be set to a finite strength. What that means is that, under the right circumstances, we could set it so that if it’s received by an active unit, there will be a little bit of a drain on the power supply in the satellite. If it is not received, if the signal just goes out into the ether, that drain won’t be there. Now, if we aim the signal to specific areas, and look for that tiny little power drain, we could at least get some idea of where they might be. I can’t pinpoint exactly, but I could tell you if they are in the northern part, the southern part, east or west, that sort of thing.”

Noah nodded. “Do it, whatever you can. Any information is better than no information.”

Wally nodded. “Yes, I understand. Now, what’s the message you want to send them?”

“It needs to be short and simple. How about this: ‘Attention, Pegasus. Make every effort to appear to cooperate. We are working on finding you.’ How about that, can you do that?”

“Of course,” Wally said. “Give me a couple of minutes to get this set up.” He sat down at a computer keyboard and began typing furiously. After about three minutes, he looked up at Noah and pointed toward a microphone sitting on the desk. “Use that. I’ll record the message, then put it on a loop and have the satellite spit it in different directions. I’ve already got it set to watch for the power drain, so we’ll know if and when the signal is received, and what part of South America they are in.”

Noah picked up the microphone. “Noah to Pegasus,” he said. “Attention Pegasus. Make every effort to appear to cooperate. We are working on finding you.”

Wally monitored him on the computer, then encoded it for transmission and sent it to the server, which then bounced it up to the satellite.

A series of strings of numbers began to appear on the screen, and Wally watched them closely. Each string of numbers appeared about ten seconds after the one before it, and Wally kept shaking his head as they did so.

Suddenly, he jumped up out of his chair and pointed at one of the strings of numbers. “There it is! Right there, that’s it. The signal was received, and now give me just a minute—okay, okay, come on—bingo, they are somewhere in Venezuela, not too far from Caracas if I’m right.”

“And you think they got the message?” Noah asked. “They’d be able to understand it?”

“Oh, absolutely. Trust me, they got it.”

* * *
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“Noah to Pegasus,” Ralph heard suddenly, and his eyes popped open wide. They were all back in the room after their first interviews, and all of them were suddenly staring at each other as they listened to the message.

“You see?” JC whispered with a grin. “I told you. Noah does not give up.”

“Yeah,” Ralph said, also whispering. “I knew that, but I wasn’t expecting this. You think he’s somewhere nearby?”

“Noah?” Diana said softly. “Noah, can you hear me? Diana to Noah?” She listened for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t think so. I think he found a way to get a message to us, though, so that’s definitely a step in the right direction.”

“But what does it mean?” Benny asked quietly. “Make every attempt to appear to cooperate? Does that mean we’re supposed to tell them what they want to know?”

“No,” Ralph whispered back. “It means we tell them BS, but we need to make sure we have it straight between us so we don’t cross each other up.”

“That’s too risky,” JC said. “It would be better if only one of us agrees to talk, and the rest of us refuse. That way, they probably will believe they’re getting the truth out of the one. If we all suddenly start talking, I think they will suspect something.”

Diana nodded. “That’s good thinking,” she said. “I agree with him, Ralph.”

“So do I,” Ralph said. “That’s good, JC, and thank you. Now, which one of us is going to start talking?”

“It should be Diana,” Benny said. “First off, these guys are the kind who naturally think girls are weak, so that will make it believable. But also, whoever is talking is probably going to get treated a little bit better. That should be her, don’t you think?”

Ralph grinned at him. “More good thinking,” he said. He turned to Diana. “He’s right, you should be the one to start talking. You just tell them anything you can think of that might sound believable, and we’ll keep refusing. Even when they tell us that you’re giving them what they want, we’ll refuse to believe it and won’t tell them anything. That’s how we make this work.”

“This is a long shot, you know,” Diana said. “Do you really think they’re going to be able to find us?”

“If anyone can,” Ralph said, “I’d bet on Noah. I’ve seen the guy do some incredible things.”

“It’s hope, at least,” Benny said. “That’s more than we had a few minutes ago.”

* * *
[image: image]


Noah went back to see Wally that afternoon, and Wally was excited when he arrived.

“Oh, fantastic,” Wally said. “You’re just in time!”

“Just in time for what?” Noah asked.

“For Esmeralda,” Wally said. “She’s about to come out of the mold. All we have to do now is a little bit of touchup, and she’s ready to go.”

He motioned for Noah to follow him, and hurried into the room at the side of the lab. A large, coffin-like device was against the wall, and Wally checked the readout on a display screen attached to it, then pushed a button and the thing popped open. There was a burst of steam from it, and then the lid rose and Noah saw that both the top and the bottom had recesses that were perfectly formed to fit Esmeralda’s body. In the bottom recess, Esmeralda lay there in her brand-new skin.

And nothing else.

She sat up and then climbed out of the device, and a lab technician handed her a robe to put on. Noah averted his eyes while she got dressed, then turned to look at her.

The blonde hair made a difference, but she was still definitely Esmeralda.

“Everything is back to normal?” Noah asked.

Esmeralda smiled at him. “Even better,” she said. “Wally has had a few minor upgrades waiting for me, but we didn’t want to take me offline long enough to do them. I have a couple of new talents that I didn’t have before, and this new skin design should be able to handle a lot more abuse.”

Noah looked at her for a second, then turned to Wally. “What kind of new talents did you give her?”

“A couple of simple ones, to be honest. She’s now capable of driving absolutely anything on wheels, and we gave her some new eyes we had developed that have a much-improved zoom capability. She can see well enough to read a license plate from a mile away. Oh, and we enhanced her sense of touch considerably. Not sure when it would ever come in handy, but it might. Someday. I mean, you never know, right?”

Noah nodded. “You never know,” he said. “And deception detection? What about that?”

“She has the latest algorithms, and the latest database of micro-expressions. I don’t think anybody could get away with lying to her.”

“I’m ready to do whatever you need, Noah,” Esmeralda said. “And if it helps to bring Team Pegasus back, I’m all for it.”

“That’s the idea,” Noah said. “You and I are going to Dallas in a little while, and we’re going to meet with the entire conglomerate tomorrow. At least one of them is involved in whatever’s going on, and I want to know which ones. That’s your job, to figure out which ones are lying when I confront them.”

“I’ll do my best,” she said. “I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.”

“I’m sure I won’t,” Noah said. “We’ll be leaving in a couple of hours, so if you need anything from home, let me know. I’m going to run back to the house for a little bit, and I can pick up whatever you want.”

“I think I’m good,” she said. “I didn’t recover my luggage from the last trip, but Wally keeps some special clothes and other things for me here. I’ll be ready to go by the time you get back.”

Noah nodded, then turned and walked back out of the lab. He went home and spent some time with his wife and daughter, then kissed them goodbye and drove back to the factory to pick up Esmeralda and head for the airport.

Because the weather was getting cooler, he had left the Panther at home and had taken one of the pickup trucks. Esmeralda climbed in beside him and buckled her seat belt, and the two of them were off toward Heathrow.

“I’m not sure what we’re actually getting into on this trip, Esmeralda,” Noah said. “We believe that some of the conglomerate are involved in whatever’s going on, but we don’t have any kind of leads. That’s what you and I are fishing for on this expedition.”

“I understand. I’m going to be acting as your assistant, just taking notes and things like that, right? I thought it might help if I seem to be just a little bit clumsy, maybe not overly intelligent? If I can make them think they don’t have anything to worry about with me, they’re going to be less inclined to try to hide what they’re thinking. That would give me more opportunity to study their expressions and determine who’s being honest and who is not.”

Noah glanced at her, nodded and then looked back at the road ahead. “That’s probably a good idea,” he said. “Although I confess I find it difficult to imagine you being less than perfectly capable in any situation.”

Esmeralda broke into a big smile, her eyes big and wide. “Oh, thank you so much, Mr. Wolf,” she said. “Oh, it is just such a joy to work with you! I have heard so many good things about you, it’s just so exciting to be able to work with you at last.”

Noah looked at her again, his eyes slightly wider. Esmeralda giggled.

“See? I can pull it off.”

Noah nodded appreciatively. “Yes, I see,” he said. “You caught me completely off guard, I’ll admit that.”

They arrived at the airport just before five, and climbed onto the airplane. The flight crew welcomed them aboard, then buttoned up the hatch and they were airborne less than ten minutes later.

The Gulfstream they were using was equipped so that the seats could fold down to make beds. Noah waited until they were at their cruising altitude, then folded his down and curled up to rest. Esmeralda did likewise, powering herself down and drifting into her own version of sleep.

Just as they crossed into US airspace, they encountered a bit of turbulence. The plane shook a few times, waking Noah and tripping a sensor in Esmeralda that told her something might be wrong around her. From outward appearances, she instantly was awake and alert, but in that split second before her eyes opened, she experienced another dream.

She was in the same city she had dreamed of a few days before, the one with no people in sight. The clothing store where she had encountered the manikins was directly in front of her, but she chose not to enter this time. Instead, she turned and began walking down the street, looking for some sign that there were living people somewhere in this world.

Suddenly, without warning, a car came racing around the corner ahead. She watched as it fishtailed wildly as it made the turn, then seemed to lose control and come racing directly at her. In her dream, she was unable to move aside and get out of the way, but suddenly the car came to a stop just in front of her.

She looked at the driver, and was startled to see herself. She walked around the front of the car toward the driver’s window, where her own face looked up at her.

“How are you there?” she asked herself.

“I’m simply here,” her doppelgänger said. “I am simply being you.”

Esmeralda tilted her head to one side. “How are you being me?” she asked.

“I am being you,” the doppelgänger said, “because I’m driving myself to destruction.”

Her eyes opened. She sat up and realized the turbulence was what had snapped her out of her rest, then relaxed and began to think about the dream.

Esmeralda had read and memorized many books on psychology, and was trying to analyze the dream the way she thought a psychologist might do so. She considered the dream from every textbook angle, and then suddenly realized that she was making the very mistake that the dream was accusing her of making. Rather than accept her own reality, she was trying to compare herself to humanity. As much as she enjoyed participating in the human world, she knew that she was not human and could never be.

She laid herself back down and closed her eyes, content to accept herself as something other than human. As long as her human friends were willing to accept her as she was, she decided it didn’t really matter what she might be on the inside.
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The plane landed at DFW at just a little after nine p.m. local time. Noah had arranged for a rental car before leaving England, and Esmeralda followed him as he waved his diplomatic passport and bypassed customs. She showed her own, and was also waived through, then followed him to the rental counter to pick up a car.

The hotel was only a short distance from the airport, and they arrived there only a few minutes later. Noah had eaten on the plane, and Esmeralda did not require anything so they went directly to their rooms and settled in for the night.

Noah found himself unable to sleep. Instead, he sat up and watched a movie on the television, then managed to relax enough to at least sleep lightly the rest of the night.

Esmeralda chose not to put herself to sleep this time. As much as she enjoyed looking at her dreams, she didn’t want to distract herself from what she had to do the next day. Her part of this trip was important, and she knew it; she wasn’t going to allow herself to be thinking about something unimportant, and she had a tendency to think about the dreams several times each day.

When morning came, they went down to the breakfast room and had coffee. Noah ate a waffle, but Esmeralda claimed she had just started a diet and wanted to watch her figure.

The conglomerate meeting was being held in a convention room at the hotel, and they were among the first to arrive. The president was there, and he hurried over to shake Noah’s hand. While he had met Esmeralda once before, he didn’t seem to recognize her and was delighted to be introduced to Noah’s new assistant, whose name was Christine. That was simply because it only took Molly a few moments to modify the ID kit she had used for the previous mission, and it was easier than making a completely new one.

One by one, the members of the conglomerate filed in. Each was introduced to Noah and then to “Christine.” Noah sat at a small table where he and Esmeralda would be out of the way while the initial stages of the meeting began, and Esmeralda put on her act.

“Don’t overdo it,” Noah said. “I don’t mind these people thinking you’re a little awestruck, but I don’t want them to think you are incapable of doing your job.”

“Oh, was I doing too much? I’ll be more careful.”

Finally, they were all gathered in the room and the combined security detail that comprised not only the Secret Service but the security agents of several other countries secured the room. All of the security personnel were outside, while only the member heads of state were inside for the meeting.

Because the president of the United States called the meeting, he was the one who had to open it up. He rose and took the podium, then looked around at the assembled dignitaries.

“I called an emergency meeting,” he said, “because we have an absolute emergency on our hands. Someone, and by that I mean one of us in this room, is acting against the best interests of this conglomerate.”

A murmur went around the room, and Noah saw Esmeralda watching each and every person the best she could.

“I’ll get into details in a moment,” the president said. “First, I want to explain just what this means. It means that one of us here in this room, who only a short time ago all signed an agreement that we would work together, for the good and the security and the safety of the entire world, has betrayed the trust that the rest of us have placed in him. Or her—I don’t mean to leave the ladies out of this. That person has broken the rules, ignored the standards we have all agreed to abide by and has sought to cause dissension and strife among our number. I’m going to ask, just one time, for that person to stand forth and identify himself or herself. Are you willing to do that?”

There was silence throughout the room as every person there looked at everyone else. No one rose, no one stepped forward. After a moment, the president went on.

“In order to make it clear just how dire the situation we are facing,” he said, “I have asked the assistant director of E & E to join us today. Each and every one of you knows who he is, although I’m fairly sure most of you have never met him before today. I think most of you did get the opportunity to be introduced to him as you came in, and of course I’m speaking of Mr. Wolf. He is here because it may be necessary for him to explain just what has been going on. You see, somewhere among us is a leak. Someone here has been allowing classified information to be shared with people who are not entitled to have it. To give you an example, the subcutaneous communicators that we all have are highly classified. They were originally developed for use by Mr. Wolf and his agents, but at my request they were adapted for our use, so that we can have rapid and secure communication on matters that require the attention of this conglomerate. Someone, one of us, has shared the information that those communicators exist with the Compadres drug cartel.”

The murmur that had gone around the room earlier suddenly became a rumble. The president waited a moment, then held up a hand for silence.

“Yes, you heard what I said. Someone here shared that information with the leader of a drug cartel. I can think of no reason whatsoever why such a person would need to know about this technology. And yet, when that cartel leader was chosen for elimination by this group, and agents sent to dispatch him, he not only was aware they were coming, but he was able to capture one of them. That young woman, I understand, suffered severe torture and abuse at his hands before she was rescued. And since he knew about her communicator, he made certain that it could not access any Wi-Fi signal, so that she could not call for help. It was only through the bravery and determination of her team that she was found and rescued, and yet in saving her life, they were forced to sacrifice another member of their team. A young man was killed by agents of that cartel as he sat in his hotel room monitoring the situation and providing intelligence to those who had gone to rescue her. Agents of the cartel burst through the door and shot him dead. This is the kind of result of the breach of trust that we are faced with.”

Once again, the president paused and let the group mumble between themselves for a moment. When he had let it go on long enough, he held up a hand once again to get their attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “is this the kind of world we want to live in? The kind where we agree to work together for the common good and then betray one another for our own selfish gains? The very fact that this kind of classified information was provided to a criminal organization means that whoever offered that information somehow stood to gain. Perhaps the cartel was a source of revenue for that country, or perhaps it was simply a matter of selling information to the highest bidder. Whatever the case, no matter the reason, what we are dealing with is no less than an act of treason, an act of treason against every nation who signed onto this treaty, this agreement, this cooperative arrangement to help ensure the security and safety of the entire world. I ask you, ladies and gentlemen, are we going to stand for this?”

“NO!” That shout came from every direction, and Esmeralda looked over at Noah with a smile on her face.

“You’ve noticed something?” Noah asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I was just amazed at how well he manipulated the whole group. He’s gotten all of them on his side.”

“He’s a politician,” Noah said. “That’s what they do.”

“It is time,” the president went on, “for me to turn this over to Mr. Wolf. He is going to tell you more about this situation, and he is going to challenge you to speak up if you know anything about it. I urge you, each and every one of you, to be honest with this man. He works hard every day to try to make sure that we are safe, that our people are safe. The least we can do is give him our support.”

He looked over at Noah and held out a hand. “Mr. Wolf?”

Noah got to his feet and walked up to the podium, shaking hands with the president once again. The president went back to his seat as Noah turned to face the entire conglomerate.

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Noah said. “Ladies and gentlemen, I intend to be brief. At this moment, one of my teams, the same one you heard the president mention a few moments ago that had to rescue one of their own people and lost another one, has been abducted. They are somewhere in South America at this time, and we have no idea what kind of torture or ordeal they may be enduring. What we do know is that someone who is part of this conglomerate, one of you here today, is the one who gave the order for that abduction. I am prepared to request from this august body your permission to eliminate that individual when I find him or her.”

The rumble turned into an uproar, as several members of the conglomerate got to their feet. There were shouts in several languages, as each of those who had risen denied that they would ever permit one of their own to be assassinated.

Noah waited a moment for the noise to die down, but there didn’t seem to be an indication that it was going to happen. Finally, in order to get their attention, he raised his hand high in the air and then brought it down hard on the podium. The loud crack echoed throughout the room, and there was sudden silence.

“Let me make myself clear,” Noah said. “Whoever has done this, whichever one of you has ordered that abduction and leaked information, has done so with the full intent of undermining everything we tried to do. That person cares nothing for the law; that person cares nothing for this treaty. That person has one goal, and that is to see to his or her own enrichment and empowerment. If we are unwilling to eliminate such people from amongst us, how—and I’ll ask that again—how can we ever expect the rest of the world to become civilized and at peace?”

This time when he paused, there was only a soft murmur. Those who had gotten to their feet sat back in their seats, and Noah stepped out from behind the podium. One by one, he walked up to each of the members of the conglomerate and looked them in the eye.

“Are you the one I’m looking for?” He stood for a moment, looking directly into their eyes as they protested their innocence, then moved on to the next. “What about you? Are you the one?”

Twenty-six times he stopped and asked the question, and twenty-six times he got the same response. Each of them claimed to know nothing, and finally Noah returned to the podium. A glance at Esmeralda told him that she had spotted the one she was looking for, and he gave her a curt nod before turning back to the rest of the people there.

“I’m going to tell you,” he said, “that although each and every one of you has given the same answer, I know which one has betrayed the rest. I’m not going to call you out in front of everyone; I’m going to ask you to step forward and acknowledge the truth. If you do so, I will withdraw my request for your termination. If you do not, then you and I will be having a private conversation sometime later today. That private conversation will not go well for you.”

He stopped and looked around the room, and took the opportunity to send a subcom message directly to Esmeralda. “Noah to Esmeralda,” he subvocalized. “Who is it?”

“Your traitor is the member from Uruguay,” Esmeralda said. “He’s the only one who showed any sign of deceit, though I suspect Colombia and Ecuador might know something. They weren’t actively involved, but they might have suspicions about Uruguay.”

“Thank you,” Noah said. “I thought I spotted something with him.”

He looked back up at the entire group. “Are you unwilling to step forward and be honest with us? Would you like me to call you out right now, and tell everyone here exactly who has betrayed them?”

He waited, staring directly at the president of Uruguay, who suddenly became very uncomfortable. The man knew he had been found out, but he was unwilling to speak up and admit it.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you all for taking the time to listen to me. And now, I’m going to ask you to vote on my request. As I said, I know who the traitor is, and I have every intention of taking action against that person. I ask you to vote for the sanction.”

The president stood up and came back to the podium, standing beside Noah.

“Ladies and gentlemen, you have heard Mr. Wolf. He has called for a vote on the sanction of the traitor among us. The United States votes one, yes for the sanction.”

There was silence in the room for a moment, and then another man stood. “Argentina, one.” He sat down again.

Another man rose. “The United Kingdom, one.”

“Brazil, one.” “Egypt, one.” “Colombia, one.”

One by one, each of them stood and cast a vote. There were only three abstentions: Uruguay, Paraguay and Bolivia. But for those three, the vote was unanimous in favor of sanction.

“Thank you all,” Noah said. “I will see that the matter is taking care of.”

“No,” said a man, rising to his feet. It was the president of Argentina. “We deserve to know who among us was the traitor. And we deserve to see the justice carried out.”

Noah stared at him for a moment, then looked around the room. Almost everyone there was nodding their agreement. Suddenly, more voices rang out demanding that Noah deliver the justice immediately, right in front of them all.

He held up a hand to get their attention, and they gradually quieted down.

“Is this truly the will of this group? Would you see me take action against this individual right here in your midst?”

“Yes!” That word came from two dozen throats, and most of them were on their feet.

Noah, without a word, looked at the president of Uruguay, who suddenly got to his feet and ran for the door. The door was not locked, and he made it out before anyone could stop him, but several others rushed out in pursuit. The security teams were alerted, and the man was brought back only moments later. At the encouragement of the members, he was led straight up to the podium and forced to his knees in front of Noah.

Noah looked down at him. “Do you have anything to say?”

“You got it wrong,” the man said. “I am not the one you’re looking for.”

“Do you have any evidence to give in support of that claim?” Noah asked.

“I do,” he said. “I am not the one who gave these orders, but I do know who did. I also have proof that I can offer.”

“And what might that proof be?” Noah asked.

“If you will reach into my pocket, you will find a small electronic recorder. If you play the recording, you will know.”

Noah’s eyebrows rose, and he reached into the pocket the man had indicated. He found the recorder, looked at it for a moment and then hit the play button. He held it to the microphone on the podium, so that everyone could hear what came from it.

“I think you are a fool,” said the voice of the Uruguayan president. “What makes you think that you have the right to make such determinations on your own? We all signed the treaty together, we have all agreed that we need these services. What makes you so different?”

There was a moment’s pause, and then another voice came from the recorder. Every person there suddenly gasped when they heard it, and even Noah was shocked, because while they all recognized the voice, it was not a member of the conglomerate whose voice they heard.

“Someone has to stand up to all of you,” the voice said. “This has gone on for too long, this wanton disregard for life. These people, these so-called eliminators, they are the absolute antithesis of justice! Rather than preserve peace and justice, they pervert it by killing those they find unacceptable. I will not stand by and allow it to happen, nor should you. I already have support among your number, and it’s only going to grow. Are you going to be smart enough to be with me, or will you be foolish enough to be against me?”

There was a hush over the entire room. The voice, the accent, everyone there recognized it. It was one of the most well-known voices in the world.

Noah looked down at the Uruguayan president. “How did you come by this recording?”

“I made it more than a week ago,” he said. “I was asked to meet with him, and did so. It was a secret meeting, because no one even knew he was out of his own country. I made the recording because I feared this might happen, and I wanted to be able to show that I was not a party to it. I didn’t know anything about the team being abducted, I don’t, I assure you. I do know, however, that there are two among us who probably have knowledge about those events. That would be Mr. Morenas, of Columbia, and Madame Contreras of Bolivia. They were the only two that he named as part of his support on this panel.”

Morenas was sitting in his seat, shaking. The look on his face confirmed his guilt, and Noah was amazed that he had managed to contain himself to the point that Esmeralda did not spot his deception completely. True, she had named him as one of the ones who might have some knowledge, and she was even right about Madame Contreras of Bolivia. Both of them were now looking terrified.

“In light of this new evidence,” Noah said, “I believe that I was mistaken in naming this man as the traitor. I think we all know who our enemy is, now, and I intend to carry out the sanction that you have all voted for. As for these two members of your conglomerate, I will leave it to you to decide what to do with them. I do, however, wish to speak with each of them alone.”

The president leaned forward and spoke into the microphone. “I call for a voice vote of support for Mr. Wolf,” he said. “All those in favor say yes.”

The vote was unanimous, with the same three abstentions. The security officers released the president of Uruguay, and then escorted Morenas and Contreras to the table where Noah and Esmeralda were once again sitting. They were forced into chairs, and then Noah looked into each of their faces.

“You get one chance to answer me. Where are my people?”
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The rest of the meeting went quickly, as a few simple matters were discussed and voted on. The presidents of Bolivia and Colombia were arrested as co-conspirators, but the news was kept secret until Noah could carry out the sanction.

Noah and the American president met privately a short time later and called Allison. When she was told who the responsible party was, she was just as shocked as everyone else had been. When Noah said he was going to take care of the matter personally, she only asked him to handle it as humanely as possible.

Noah gave her the information about where Team Pegasus was being held, pointing out that Wally had been correct. They were less than twenty miles from Caracas, and a team that consisted of CIA agents and Brazilian intelligence agents were quickly arranged to retrieve them. Noah told her to let them know that he was thinking of them, but that he had to take care of business.

When the phone call ended, he turned to look at the president. “I’ve got to admit, this is not the way I expected this to turn out,” he said. “I’m literally shocked.”

“Trust me,” POTUS said, “you aren’t any more shocked than I am. Who in the world would’ve believed it? I’ll guarantee you I wouldn’t, if I hadn’t heard that recording for myself.”

“The thing that gets me is how in the world he even found out about this conglomerate,” Noah said. “I can’t imagine that any of you would have told him directly, would you?”

“No, certainly not,” the president said. “At the same time, you’ve got to understand that he probably has as good an intelligence network as anything the rest of the world might have. If there’s something he wants to know, I suspect he can find out about it.”

Noah nodded. “Yes, well,” he said. “I’m afraid I’m going to be putting an end to that. At least as far as he’s concerned; he’ll be replaced within days, obviously.”

The president looked at him. “You know, for all I’ve heard about you, you really seem bothered by this. I thought you were the one who never let emotions get in the way.”

“What you’re seeing is not emotion,” Noah said. “If anything, it’s resignation. Like everyone else, I could never have suspected him of something like this. Giving out information that he shouldn’t even have, trying to manipulate how we do our jobs? This is outside the realm of his authority, no matter how you look at it. Why in the world would he even bother? What could he possibly hope to gain?”

“What does everyone hope to gain when they decide to play a part on the global stage? It’s all about power, Noah. It’s all about power.”

Noah nodded. “I want to thank you, sir,” he said. “It took some guts to back my play on this, and I really appreciate it.”

“It didn’t take guts,” the president said. “I knew who I was backing—that’s all it took. When you trust somebody, Noah, when you know that you can trust him completely, then you make sure you always have their back. You’ve shown me over and over that I can trust you, and that I can trust you completely. I didn’t have to think about it; when Allison called and said she wanted to send you over here, I knew that you would get to the bottom of the situation and bring it to an end.” He grinned and winked. “I was right.”

Noah got to his feet and shook his hand, then turned and walked out of the little room where they had met. The Secret Service agents outside nodded as he passed them, and he was not bothered again until he got up to his own room. As soon as he was inside, there was a knock on his door, and he opened it to find Esmeralda standing there.

“I wanted to apologize,” she said. “For getting it wrong.”

“You didn’t exactly get it wrong,” Noah said. “You knew that Morenas and Madame Contreras were involved, and Mr. Volante from Uruguay certainly did look guilty. Even I thought so. The only thing I can’t figure out is why he didn’t offer up that recording before he tried to run out of the room. That would’ve cleared him quickly, and solved the whole problem.”

Esmeralda looked at him for a moment. “Do you think it’s possible we got tricked?” she asked. “Is it possible he was involved, but kept that recording just in case he got found out?”

Noah looked at her, and his eyes narrowed. “You know,” he said. “Now that you mention it, I think that may be exactly what happened.”

She shook her head. “Should we tell someone?”

“I don’t think we need to,” Noah said. “I doubt he’ll ever risk sticking his neck out again, and if he does, we can deal with him then. Now, we have to deal with the real villain. Molly is already arranging our flight, since we have to take care of it quickly. I’m going to take you along with me on this one, for backup.”

“Might I make a suggestion?” Esmeralda asked.

Noah cocked his head to one side and looked at her. “Certainly. What is it?”

“Maybe you should let me handle this one,” she said. “Don’t you think?”

Noah sat there and looked at her for a long moment, before he finally nodded. “Maybe so,” he said. “Maybe so.”

* * *
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Mr. Bell looked at Ralph as if he felt sorry for him.

“You know, Ralph, there’s no shame in telling me what I want to know. It’s not like I’m asking you to tell me things that will get anyone hurt, you understand that, don’t you? I simply want to understand, so that I can inform my employer.”

“My name is Ralph. I told you right up front, that’s all I’m going to tell you. You can ask all you want, but I’m still not gonna give you anything else.”

“You know that one of the others is already giving us information, right? I’m not going to tell you which one, but one of them has been sharing quite a bit. For instance, we know that your organization is now based in Switzerland, where nobody would expect them to be. We know that they hide behind a front as some sort of online matchmaking service. Since I already know these things, what’s wrong with you confirming them for me?”

“The name is Ralph. Just Ralph. I’m not Ralph Bond, I’m not King Ralph, I’m just Ralph. You catching on yet?”

Once again, Ralph was escorted back to the cell and pushed inside. He was expecting them to take one of the others out, but suddenly there was a commotion outside. Vehicles were pulling up and people were shouting, and while he didn’t have a window to look out of, he was fairly sure he had some idea of what was actually going on.

The door was slammed shut and locked, and Mr. Bell and his escorts could be heard running down the hallway. The commotion continued and then they heard the staccato rattle of machine-gun fire, as some of the guards they had been dealing with decided to put up a fight. The fight seemed to last a very short time, because the guns fell silent quickly.

“It’s Noah,” JC said. “You can bet on it.”

“I’m not taking that bet,” Ralph said. “I never gamble unless it’s a sure thing, and you already took the winning side.”

Another hour passed before anyone came to open the door again. When they did, Ralph expected to see Noah, but instead there were a couple of men he’d never seen before.

“One of you guys named Ralph?” one of the men asked.

“That’s me,” Ralph said. “Who are you?”

“I’m nobody,” the man said. “CIA. We don’t exist. Come on, we got to get you out of the country as quickly as possible. I understand there’s an awful lot of people really upset about you not making it home on time.”

“I’m upset about it,” Benny said. “I’ve been upset about it for a couple of days, now.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s talking about our friends back home, Benny,” Diana said. “Just be quiet, and maybe we’ll actually get to go home and see them.”

“That’s the plan,” said the CIA agent. “I’ve got helicopters on the way to pick you up, and you will be on a diplomatic flight within the next couple of hours. You’ll be home in time for breakfast tomorrow morning.”

He was almost right. They actually arrived shortly after breakfast time, but that didn’t stop them from being glad to be home. Jerry Sheppard was there waiting with the van, and he happily drove them back to Guildford, and the mobile homes they lived in on the grounds of the Home Robotics factory.

Of course, he had to tell them all about the attack that had come a couple of days earlier, and how it turned out to be unconnected to their own abduction. Benny had a hard time wrapping his head around the idea of corporate espionage, but JC was able to explain it to him.

When they got home, Jerry told him that they were to go ahead and get cleaned up, then report to Allison’s office in the factory. It was time for debriefing, and that was something they were not looking forward to.

An hour later, after conferring by subcom, all four of them made their way across the grounds to the building. They had to go in through the side door because the front entrance was still under reconstruction, and they could see some of the damage still remaining inside. They stopped and spoke to a couple of people they recognized, expressed their condolences about the receptionist that everyone had liked, and then headed upstairs to see the Dragon Lady.

Molly was in the office with her, waiting for them. When they came in, Molly pointed to the coffee and doughnuts at the side of the room, and they helped themselves before settling down in the chairs that made a horseshoe around Allison’s desk.

“First,” Allison said, “let me tell you how glad we are to have all of you back. We thought for a while there we were going to lose you, and it was bad enough to lose Tommy. Incidentally, you will be glad to know that his body was recovered and flown back to the States, where he will be buried in a couple of days at Arlington National Cemetery. He’s being buried with full military honors.”

“Thank you,” Ralph said. “Tommy was a good kid. He deserved better, better than me leaving him behind like that.”

“At that point, Ralph, you had no way of knowing that anything was going to happen,” Molly said. “It’s not your fault that he was killed. You have to accept that and move on.”

Ralph looked at her. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, but Molly could tell that he was still having a hard time with it.

“Well,” Allison said, “let’s talk about your mission. You were sent to eliminate Valdes, and I understand that was accomplished. What about making him disappear?”

“He and all of the people in his household are in the bottom of the ravine,” Ralph said. “We gave them something of a burial, by blowing the side out of the ravine so that it covered everything up. The explosions rerouted some of the water path of the ravine, so it’s doubtful they’ll ever be found.”

“Excellent work,” Allison said. “Diana, I understand you went through a pretty rough time. How’d you hold up?”

“Oh, come on,” Diana said. “It’s not like that was the first time I ever got beat up. Valdes, he didn’t even really know how to hit a girl. I handled him, and I never did give him anything he wanted.”

Allison grinned. “So I heard,” she said. “Good for you. Now, let’s talk about your abduction. We thought we had arranged a flight home for you, but somehow our order for a plane was intercepted and never actually went through. That tells us that those behind your abduction were quite determined to get it done. The plane you actually got onto was part of the plan to kidnap you, and we’re still trying to figure out just where it came from and who the flight crew were.”

“If you find out,” Ralph said, “can I ask a favor? Can you send us out to take care of them? I did not appreciate going to sleep on an airplane and waking up in a cell.”

Allison grinned. “We’ll see,” she said. “I’m not sure the offense actually warrants termination. A few years in prison might be enough, don’t you think?”

“Only if I get to be one of the prison guards,” Benny said. “I would gladly, gladly take that job on.”

“I shall take that under advisement,” Allison said. “If we ever open a prison of our own, Benny, I promise to transfer you to it.”

She turned and looked at Ralph again. “I’m curious, Ralph, did you have any sense of where you were while you were being held?”

“I’m afraid not. I mean, I kind of suspected it was somewhere in South America, but we were asleep when they took us off the plane. We never got to look out a window or anything in all our time there, so we never really had a chance to learn anything.”

“I see. Now, what can you tell us about this Mr. Bell? Somehow, he seems to have escaped during the rescue, and nobody knows where he disappeared to. Any ideas?”

“Mr. Bell? No, no idea. How in the world could he have escaped?”

“We are honestly not sure about that,” Allison said. “Obviously, we suspect he had some sort of escape plan in place, just in case we found you. He must have slipped out the back and had some way to get away from the place, but nobody knows exactly how he did it. I don’t suppose you heard any kind of vehicle or anything, did you?”

“No, not that I know of,” Ralph said. “Then again, we really couldn’t hear a lot from inside that room. Well, at least not until the rescue. We definitely heard some noise then.”

“Just curious,” Diana asked, “but is there any possibility that Mr. Bell was killed during the rescue? When they brought us out, I saw several bodies lying around. Are we sure he wasn’t one of them?”

“I’m afraid we are. All of the bodies you saw were identified, they were mercenaries from all over South America. Guns for hire, that sort. A few of them did surrender, and they will be spending the rest of their lives in prison, as will the women who were working there in the kitchen and such. It seems that Venezuela doesn’t have a lot of compassion for people of that sort.”

“I can’t say I have any sympathy for them,” Ralph said. “I just wish you had gotten Mr. Bell. Somehow, I think he might’ve been valuable when it came to figuring out just what was really going on.”

“And, perhaps he’ll turn up sometime. If he does, we’ll be more than happy to deal with him then. For now, we’re just going to happily celebrate the fact that we got you back, along with Team Cinderella.”

“Cinderella?” Ralph asked. “Did something happen to them, as well?”

“Oh, that’s right,” Allison said. “You probably haven’t heard anything about all that. Molly, would you like to fill them in?”

Molly grinned. “With pleasure,” she said.

* * *
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The Gulfstream touched down at nine o’clock the following morning, and Noah and Esmeralda were met by the local liaison officer, Mr. Jamison, who was also the janitor at the American Embassy in Rome. Since the formation of the conglomerate, all of the former liaison officers were brought back into the fold, and most of them were delighted. This one was absolutely ecstatic.

“Where can I take you, sir?” he asked.

Noah looked at him and smiled. “We thought we’d take a look at the Vatican,” Noah said. “I understand it’s some of the most beautiful architecture in the world.”

“Oh, it definitely is that,” the liaison man said. “Don’t worry, we’ll be there shortly.”

True to his word, they arrived at the Vatican less than thirty minutes later. Noah and Esmeralda got out of the car and told Jamison they would call when they needed a ride, and he smiled and waved as he drove away.

“Have you figured out how you plan to do it?” Noah asked.

“Well, first I have to get into the building. Let’s face it, they probably aren’t going to just let a little blonde gal run around the place unattended. I’m going to need a disguise, I’m afraid.”

“I see,” Noah said. “Got anything in mind?”

“Yes,” Esmeralda said. “The first German Benedictine nun I run across.”

“And how can I help?”

“We’ll take a tour of the Apostolic Palace. The Benedictine nuns take care of the place for the Pope, so they are the only ones who actually have access throughout the building. At the first chance I get, I’ll step away and find one of them, subdue her and take her place.”

“That sounds like the best plan. Remember that security there is provided by the Swiss Guard. They may look ceremonial, but I understand they’re some of the fiercest fighters in the world.”

“I don’t think I’ll have to worry too much about them,” Esmeralda said. “They probably won’t even notice me.”

They got into line for the tour and followed along as they were led through the buildings and into the palace itself. The lower floors contained offices and studies, libraries and such. These were the areas that the public were most often permitted to see, and Noah thoroughly enjoyed looking at the architecture from the inside. He found architecture to be logical and sensible, and had always enjoyed looking at different styles.

About twenty minutes into the tour, he suddenly realized that Esmeralda was no longer with him. She had slipped away at some point, completely unnoticed not only by himself but by the rest of the tour and tour guides. He waited a few moments, then messaged her by subcom.

“Everything go okay?”

“I found my disguise,” she replied. “The good sister is sleeping peacefully at the moment, and I expect she’ll be dozing for a little while, yet. I’m on the third floor, so I’m getting close.”

“Just be careful. If you need a distraction down here when it’s over, let me know.”

“I don’t expect any problems,” Esmeralda said. “I was fortunate enough to find a nun who was about my size, and I was able to reshape my face to match hers. My hair, of course, is concealed inside the habit, so it doesn’t matter. No one who sees me is going to think I’m anyone other than the good Sister Pauline, servant of His Holiness.”

Noah almost chuckled at the sound of her confidence.

He continued following the tour, but couldn’t help wondering just how the Pope had gotten involved in the situation. When he, and the others, had heard the Pope’s voice come from the recorder, it was quite a shock. The voice, the accent, they were unmistakable.

Of course, it wasn’t inconceivable to believe that the Pope would think a bureau for assassination would be something less than perfect, but as far as Noah was aware, the Pope had never bothered to insert himself into such political matters in the past. Every nation involved itself in assassination sometimes, because it was a necessary tool of politics. Granted, what Noah and E & E did wasn’t entirely political, but many of its effects were. The elimination of terrorists, purveyors of drugs and other dangers, putting a stop to abuses of human rights around the world; these things were good for the world, and Noah firmly believed that. To find that the highest figure of the Catholic Church considered him and his work an abomination was unsettling, even for Noah.

Esmeralda had left her subcom software on, and Noah was able to hear what she could hear. He heard her speaking with one of the other nuns, apparently answering some question she was asked, and she must have answered appropriately. There was no surprise in the voice of the other nun, so there was nothing to worry about.

And then, Noah heard the voice of the Pope. He was addressing Esmeralda, thinking she was the good Sister Pauline, and asking for something but Noah couldn’t hear what it was. Esmeralda responded, using the Sister’s voice, and His Holiness actually chuckled.

A moment later, he gurgled, the sound of death rattling in his throat.

“It’s done,” Esmeralda said. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

“All right,” Noah said. “The tour is almost over, so I’ll be somewhere near the entrance.”

“All right, I’ll find you.”

The tour made its way back toward the entrance, and at some point Noah became aware of Esmeralda at his side once again. He glanced at her, but she seemed quite interested in the surroundings and what the tour guide was saying. When they left the palace, they continued looking around the Vatican for another hour, and they were among the few who knew why people suddenly became frantic around the Apostolic Palace a little while later.

Noah called Jamison to come and pick them up, and they were taken directly back to the airport. When he picked them up, Jamison waited until they were in the car, then turned and looked over the seat.

“Did you hear? Apparently, while you were there, the Pope had a stroke and died.”

“You don’t say,” Noah said.

“Yeah, it just came over the radio. They said he had some kind of massive stroke or something.” He shook his head. “Did you get to see him while you were there? I mean, that would be wild, you might be among the last people to ever see him alive.”

“That would definitely be wild,” Noah said.

Forty-five minutes later, the Gulfstream was climbing into the air once again. The flight home would be short, but Noah decided it was time to get some rest anyway. He leaned back in his seat and relaxed, while Esmeralda sat up and watched out the windows as the world went by underneath.

When they arrived back at Heathrow, they made their way out to the parking area and climbed back into the pickup truck. Noah started up and drove toward Guildford, following the road that had become so familiar over the last couple of years.

As they left London, he looked over at Esmeralda.

“I’m going to make a suggestion,” he said. “You can feel free to take it or not as you see fit.”

She turned to look at him. “Okay. Go ahead.”

“The conglomerate is never going to talk about what happened in this meeting,” Noah said. “None of them would ever want to be associated with what you and I did today, and I can assure you that Allison will never mention it. I’m going to suggest to you that you never tell anyone that you killed the Pope.”

“I can understand that,” Esmeralda said. “I’m sure a lot of people would find it very offensive, even some of our own people. But don’t you think it all boils down to the fact that, despite the position he held, he was still just a man? As the president said, people like power. I don’t think being Pope gave him any immunity from that.”

“I agree, it didn’t. That’s evident in the fact that he was willing to involve other world leaders in his plot. I don’t know that we’ll ever understand for sure just what he really had in mind, but if we are going to continue to do our jobs, to make the world safe for everyone, we cannot allow interference out of anybody.”

“That’s true,” Esmeralda said. “Can I tell you something really ironic? I wasn’t going to tell you, because I was afraid you might not believe me.”

“Really? I don’t suppose it would’ve occurred to me to think you might lie, other than what you have to do when you are on the job. What is it?”

“I actually didn’t kill him,” she said. “I was going to. I was there, he was there, we were completely alone. I was just about ready to reach out and take hold of him, from behind so that he wouldn’t even see it coming, when he suddenly jerked. He reached up and grabbed the side of his head, and then he just collapsed. He kicked a couple of times and then he lay still, so I reached down and checked for a pulse and there was none.”

Noah looked at her long enough that a car in the opposite lane honked its horn to get his attention. He yanked the truck back into his own lane and looked at her again. After a couple of seconds, he turned back to watch the road.

“I don’t know what to say,” he said after a moment. “That’s got to be the most incredible thing I’ve ever heard.”

“I was quite surprised. It was almost like—almost like someone, God maybe, was saying that He was going to handle it, that we had no business interfering.” She looked at him. “I guess that sounds silly, especially out of me, right?”

“Why would it?”

“Because I’m a machine,” she said. “I don’t have a soul.”

Noah was quiet for a moment, watching the road as he drove. “Esmeralda, I’m not sure what a soul is. Personally, I think it’s that part of us that basically makes us alive, that is who we actually are. If I’m right, then you probably have a soul just as much as I do. Just because we each came into the world a different way, that doesn’t make either of us less alive or less of a being than the other. Somehow, I suspect that God probably wouldn’t object to having you believe in Him. I’m fairly sure that most of the animal kingdom believes in Him in one way or another. Why couldn’t you?”

“You’re an amazing man, Noah,” Esmeralda said. “I often wonder what might have become of me if I hadn’t been working with you when I began to realize that I was more than just machine.”

Noah drove for a moment, then glanced at her again. “A long time ago, when I was a kid, I lived with my grandfather for a while. He was a minister, a preacher. He said something to me back then that I’ve never forgotten. He said that God puts us where He wants us when He wants us. What that means is that we will find ourselves in other people’s lives when those people need us the most. I suspect that might be the case where you and I are concerned. Believe it or not, you have helped me understand myself a lot, as well. You helped me to realize that it’s okay to be human, that it’s okay to feel something now and then. Without you, I probably wouldn’t know what it’s like to feel my little girl’s love when she holds my finger and smiles at me.” He glanced at her again, and this time he smiled. “You’ve made quite a difference in my life, as well.”

They drove the rest of the way in silence, and arrived back at Feeney Manor in time to join the family for dinner. Esmeralda’s new blonde look got a lot of attention, and Molly commented that she fit in perfectly with Jenny and Sarah, now. Little Norah was delighted to see her, as Aunt Esmeralda was one of her favorites. Before long they were all gathered around the table, and Noah modified the story of their trip just enough to leave the Pope out of it.

It was good to be home.
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Writing is my passion. It's also my livelihood. These two simple facts just so happen to create books. Lots of them. I do my absolute best to write everyday, and on the few days I cannot, I am thinking about writing.

Due to this, I am often releasing new books in all of my fan-favorite series. From Noah Wolf, to Sam Prichard, to Cassie McGraw, and others!

If you enjoy any of these characters and wish to be kept up to date about any new releases in their respective series, then please take a moment to consider signing up to my new releases mailing list. It's completely free and is 100% spam free (this is VERY important to me.)

If that's something you'd be interested in, then simply click here and you can be signed up in seconds!

Also, as an added “extra” bonus I will immediately send you two completely free novels from my bestselling Sam Prichard and Noah Wolf series. You will be able to download and keep these books forever. Even if you decide to unsubscribe 5 seconds after receiving them. They are my gift to you, and hopefully a way of showing how I like to treat my readers.

Once again, here is that link. Thanks again so much for taking the time to read my work, I truly hope you enjoyed it!
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EXCERPT OF NEXT BOOK
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Book 20 is currently being written. If you'd like to be notified the moment it is released, then be sure you're subscribed to my mailing list.
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LEAVE A REVIEW
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First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this adventure, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book online. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time creating stories that I love!
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ALSO BY DAVID ARCHER
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Up to date books can be found on my website: www.davidarcherbooks.com
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