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PROLOGUE

“Conspiracy theories,” said the news commentator, “seem to abound in Washington, DC. No matter where you turn, someone is more than happy to tell you about how the deep state is actually running things, how Congress is nothing more than a group of marionettes whose strings are pulled by master puppeteers of the banking cartels, and how the highest levels of government are interested in nothing more than enslaving the population. You’ll hear about how seeing your name written in all capital letters means you are not truly a living person at all, but a corporation created by the government, and there are even stories claiming that your birth certificate is nothing but a certificate of ownership that allows the government to use you and everything you will ever own as collateral for loans.”
He turned to the second camera. “Most people know that these incredibly complex conspiracies do not have any basis in fact, but occasionally we hear about one that actually has a ring of truth to it. Such appears to be the case with one of the latest theories to come out of the capital, and I’m referring, of course, to the recent incredibly startling revelations by Government Watch of an organization allegedly created by an executive order from one of our former presidents. This organization, known as E & E, was reportedly created to handle the business of assassination, something that has been outlawed in our country for many years. It’s even outlawed internationally, which makes this particular story even more egregious.”
The commentator paused for a second, then nodded gravely. “Yes, I’m afraid you have heard me correctly,” he said. “According to an incredible number of documents obtained by Government Watch, somewhere in the halls of our allegedly democratic government is a group of people, a complete bureaucratic agency, whose sole purpose is to assassinate and eliminate people who are deemed by the one person in charge of that agency to be enemies of our country. This may not seem all that shocking or surprising to those of you who happen to be fans of espionage fiction, but the reality is that any form of government-sanctioned assassination has been banned by law and by treaty for decades. All member countries of the United Nations are forbidden to engage in assassination for any reason, and although many may do so in the course of their covert operations, the fact of this nation, or any nation, creating an agency for the purpose is simply beyond belief.”
He turned back to the first camera. “Occasionally, clandestine agents are going to find themselves in positions where they are forced to kill. It doesn’t take any great expanse of imagination to know this is a simple reality of the espionage culture, but it is the deliberate planning and execution of an assassination, particularly for political purposes, that is forbidden. By establishing an organization whose sole purpose is to plan, equip and execute such missions, it is quite possible that one former president deliberately violated the terms of at least six different treaties, which could conceivably lead to charges of treason against him. Now, I doubt such charges will ever be brought, simply because doing so would be disastrous for our country; however, that possibility does remain and will undoubtedly be a talking point within the halls of Congress for quite some time to come.
“Now, I should make it clear that there has as of yet been no official acknowledgment of these documents, and no government official has spoken to either confirm or deny any of the allegations that have been made. Independent investigators have spent uncounted hours carefully examining the documents and have stated that they find them to be apparently genuine; and other information is being carefully investigated, as well, information that may confirm that the documents are in fact real and exactly what they purport to be. At the moment, however, Government Watch claims that its informant within the organization has suddenly vanished, along with every individual they have been able to identify as being part of it. One must carefully consider whether that disappearance is merely coincidental, or whether their source has become yet another victim of the agency that was designed for the purpose of taking human lives.”
He suddenly made a face that indicated he might have a bit of doubt about what he was saying.
“Strangely enough, Government Watch claims to only have direct knowledge of one person within the organization, and has been unable to positively identify anyone else. This, they claim, is because making contact with their informant required someone to impersonate a government official, and that government official would have been fully aware of who else was involved. That made it impossible to ask for names or general information which that particular individual should have known, but they were able to get hold of some documentation that relates to how certain missions were carried out. Unfortunately, those documents never use actual names, but only coded numbers for each agent. Even the targeted individuals are identified only by code numbers, so it’s highly doubtful that they will be able to determine exactly who runs or participates in the organization.
“They also claim that, since their informant was apparently discovered, they have been unable to reach that person. It appears that the entire organization may have been ordered to go into hiding, and FOIA requests have been filed to try to get actual confirmation of these allegations.
“Until the government responds, however, the existence of E & E will probably remain within the domain of the conspiracy theory. If there is any truth to it, this particular commentator hopes that those who were involved in its creation and operation are brought to justice. America is supposed to be a leader among the free world, and conducting its affairs in such an unlawful manner is only going to further damage our reputation on the global stage.
“For National News Network, this is Tom Winston.”
The red light on the camera went out, and the commentator leaned back in his chair. Several people swarmed around him, including his producer.
“Great piece, Tom,” the producer said. “I just hope we’re not adding fuel to a nonexistent fire.”
“Relax, Gary,” Tom Winston said. “The network loves anything that brings ratings up, and breaking a story like this is bound to do just that. We were lucky GW decided to give us an exclusive on it.”
“I know, I know. You know how the conspiracy nuts are, though. Rumors of this outfit have been flying around for years, but nobody was able to get any kind of proof that they existed. Now that it’s out there and might end up being confirmed, the tinfoil-hat people are going to be expecting more out of us along those lines. What do you do for an encore?”
Tom shrugged. “This is Washington,” he said. “By the time this one starts to die down, we’ll have something else to keep them excited about. My friends at GW claim to know details on some of this outfit’s operations. We could start running a series on those; that would keep the ratings up. People love nothing more than stories of murder and intrigue.”
Gary shook his head. “That’s true, I know that, but—don’t you ever worry about crossing a line? I’ll grant you the UN and the Geneva Accord ban assassination, but do you honestly think that every other country isn’t doing it, just like we were? Assassination is nothing but a tool of politics; I bet you every country that’s complaining about it right now probably has people of their own to do the same things.”
“They’ve got their spies, and I’m sure they do perform an occasional assassination, but the problem here is that we had an entire organization where that’s all they do. That’s what has everyone in an uproar, and the people have a right to be upset.” Tom got up out of his chair and leaned close to his producer. “I’ve been told they’ve actually been running operations here on American soil. Remember a few years back, the drug cartel that got bombed in Missouri? That was one of theirs, and so was that massacre in Arkansas almost two years ago. They’ve run hundreds of missions, and GW has managed to get details on about thirty of them. No names, of course, but it isn’t hard to figure out from the mission reports who the targets were. All we have to do is go back through old news stories—there are enough details to match up that we can be pretty damn sure of what we’re saying.”
“Hey, if these guys want to bomb a drug cartel that’s operating here in our country, I say let them have it. And Arkansas? You ever heard of the Dixie Mafia? That’s who got blown away that time, and there weren’t too many people who shed tears over it as I recall. All I’m saying is that maybe this outfit was necessary. Maybe some of those treaties ought to be rewritten.”
Tom got to his feet. “Maybe they should,” he said, “but they haven’t been, so far. That means that this is relevant news, and the people need to know. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting set up to learn more about some of their actual operations. I want to have something new to use as a lead for tomorrow, to keep the momentum going.”
“Okay,” Gary said. “Just be careful, will you? I like you reporting the news, not becoming part of it.”
Tom, who had started walking away, stopped and looked back at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Government Watch has been listed as an antigovernment organization,” Gary said. “The FBI is investigating them, to determine what particular laws they might have broken by releasing classified documents. You remember what happened to WikiLeaks, right? I don’t need you getting arrested with them as some kind of accessory, you know what I mean?”
Tom grinned at him. “I’ll be careful, don’t worry,” he said. “Besides, I’m just meeting a lady for lunch, that’s all.”




ONE

“Hi,” Sarah said, looking into Noah’s eyes as he opened them. “Don’t you think it’s about time to get up?”
“What time is it?” Noah asked, but he picked up his phone and glanced at it before she could answer. “It’s only eight o’clock. I don’t see any reason not to sleep in.”
“I can think of one,” Sarah said. “And it’s kicking me.”
Noah rolled onto his side and laid a hand on her belly, then raised one eyebrow when another kick found his hand.
“Lot of power, there,” he said.
“Yes, well, kicking is one thing,” Sarah said. “But this kid likes to do chin-ups on my rib cage, and that really hurts.” She raised up on one elbow and leaned over to kiss him. “Seriously, it’s time to get up. Beatrice says breakfast has been ready for the last half hour. You know how she gets if we don’t eat breakfast.”
Noah kissed her again, then rolled off his side of the bed and headed toward the bathroom. “Tell her I’ll be down in fifteen minutes,” he said. “I just need a quick shower.”
“Okay, babe,” Sarah said. She struggled for a second to roll back over and get her feet on the floor, then managed to stand while holding on to her back. “God, I’ll be glad when this kid gets out of me. I feel like the Goodyear Blimp.”
Noah didn’t respond, but she heard the shower start to run. She smiled and headed down toward the dining room, and was delighted to find Jenny, Neil and Molly already at the table. There were two large carafes of coffee, and she poured herself a cup as she sat down to join them.
“You guys aren’t eating yet?” she asked.
“It’s Beatrice,” Neil said with a scowl. “She says she’s not serving breakfast until ‘the master,’ meaning Noah, is at the table.”
“He’s in the shower, be here shortly.” She heard a voice behind her and turned to look as Renée and Marco entered the room. “Hi, there,” she said. “Now all we have to do is wait for Noah to dry off and we can get this day started.”
Noah arrived ten minutes later, his short-cropped blond hair still damp, and Beatrice appeared like magic as he sat down at the head of the table with his wife at his right. Lynn, her helper, was pushing a trolley with several large trays as Beatrice and the new girl made sure all the place settings were properly arranged.
“That looks good,” Neil said. “Eggs, bacon, sausage, pancakes… Now, this is what I call breakfast.”
“It’s what I call a disaster,” Beatrice said. “I do wish you lot would allow us to make you a proper English breakfast.”
“Tomorrow,” Noah said. “But thank you for this, it all looks delicious.”
Beatrice nodded but didn’t say anything, and a moment later she and her helpers were back in the kitchen. Noah and the rest of them dug in, passing the platters around the table so that everyone could fill their plates.
“Still no word?” Marco asked Noah as he shoved a bite of eggs into his mouth.
“I heard from Parker last night, an email,” Noah said. “There haven’t been any changes in the situation, other than more of our activities making it into the news media. Triple-N seems to have some kind of exclusive agreement with Government Watch, because they’re the ones who keep talking about us. One of the reporters, Tom Winston, is doing an hour-long special on the Arkansas mission, and I guess he’s managed to put together enough names and situations to have a pretty fair idea of what happened. Parker says they even came up with my cover name from that mission, and they’ve been trying to find Kate Madison, the FBI agent who was supposed to be my sister at the time. Luckily, she’s on assignment in California under another name, and they’ve managed to keep GW from finding out any actual details on her.”
“Then, I take it we’re supposed to just hang out here?” Neil asked. “I mean, there aren’t going to be any missions at all?”
“Not at the moment,” Noah said. “Allison and the CIA are working to cover up every request for an elimination that ever came in, and no one is allowed to submit any while this is happening. Parker wants us to keep as low a profile as we can, so as not to draw any attention.”
Neil glanced at Jenny, then turned back to Noah. “I’m just asking,” he said. “Noah, we’ve been here almost two months already; is it time to start thinking about retirement? I mean, are we done with the work we’ve been doing?”
“I can’t answer that. At the moment, all I know is that we are supposed to lie low and avoid anything that might draw attention to us. Parker and Allison are the only ones who are aware of where we are and how to contact us, but everything is being kept quiet. I’m pretty sure they don’t want to take a chance on anything slipping out about where we are.”
“Hey, that’s fine with me,” Marco said. “We get to kick back and relax, and just be the rich folks for a change. I can’t say I would be all that upset if they told us to just retire, you know what I mean?”
“That would be wonderful,” Sarah said, looking at Noah. “We could just keep on living here and not have to worry about anything. We could raise our kid in the English countryside and you could keep on tinkering with your car projects.”
“Which reminds me,” Noah said. “Where’s Wally?”
“I saw him heading out to the workshop early this morning,” Marco said. “He had Esmeralda with him at the time, I guess she’s acting as his assistant.”
Noah nodded. “Yes, she has been.” He glanced around to make sure none of the staff was within earshot. “She’s his assistant, as well as his computer system. According to Wally, she has more computing power in her head than he had in R&D back at Neverland.”
“She freaks me out just a little bit,” Renée said. “I mean, I know what she is, but she seems to act more and more human all the time. Yesterday she asked me if I wanted to go with her into Guildford to get her hair done.” She shivered. “The scary thing is that I almost said yes before I realized who I was talking to.”
“I don’t see the problem,” Noah said. “Esmeralda may actually be self-aware, or she may simply be the result of all that programming. Either way, I’m sure there were subroutines that would cause her to want to do things like getting her hair done, especially if she was out in the public eye. She was programmed to act human, remember?”
“I know,” Renée said. “It was just—oh, I don’t know, maybe I’m being silly. It was just that she asked me about different styles, and whether I thought she should have her hair colored or tinted. I mean, I actually got the impression she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do. That’s about as human as you can get, in my opinion, and it’s just a little scary when you remember watching her get put together.”
“You were on that project?” Neil asked. “I’d love to talk to you about her quantum computer system. I don’t suppose you have the specs for it anywhere, do you?”
“Nobody does, except Wally, and it’s probably back in the vault at R&D. I don’t think it would help you much if you had it, anyway, because the materials involved are not easy to come by. Most of them had to be made right there in the labs at R&D, and then there’s the software. It’s like a whole different world compared to any programming you’ve ever done, I can promise you.”
“Yeah, but it’s still fascinating. Maybe I can talk to Esmeralda about it.”
“Sure you can,” Jenny said. “Just as long as you remember that she’s just a machine, and I’m the real woman in your life.”
Everyone chuckled, and then they turned as they heard a door open and saw the subject of their conversation step into the dining hall. Esmeralda looked at them all, then focused on Noah and licked her lips.
“Noah? Wally sent me to ask you to come out to his workshop.”
There was something in the way she looked at him that made Noah scoot his chair back and get to his feet. Neil and Marco started to get up as well, but Esmeralda held out a hand.
“Just Noah,” she said. “Wally said for Noah to come alone.”
Neil and Marco looked at her for a second, then glanced at Noah. When he nodded, they sat down again, but everyone was paying attention as Noah followed Esmeralda out the door.
“Why do I get the feeling that wasn’t something good?” Sarah asked.
“I don’t know,” Jenny said, “but I’m getting that same feeling.”
* * *
Noah followed Esmeralda to the barn, where he had allowed Wally to set up a lab and workshop. The man was a tireless inventor, and had already come up with several new ideas in the short time they had been there. He was also a genius with almost any kind of tools, and after Noah gave him permission to order whatever he wanted, the workshop looked like an industrial wonderland.
Wally looked up as Noah and Esmeralda stepped inside, and Esmeralda closed the door behind them.
“Wally? What’s going on?”
“Oh, she didn’t tell you? Well, of course she didn’t, I didn’t tell her to. Noah, Esmeralda has received a message through the deep web. It’s something I thought you should know about right away, and Esmeralda agreed.”
Wally paused, and Noah looked at him expectantly. “Well? What is it?”
“I…” Wally stammered. “I’m really not sure how to tell you this,” he said at last. “Noah, E & E is being terminated. Neverland is probably going to be turned into a military research facility, and all of us are essentially out of work.”
Noah raised an eyebrow. “I see,” he said. “Wally, I get the impression that something about this has you worried. Are you just afraid of retirement?”
“No,” Wally said, drawing it out into a long syllable. “No, it’s the other part of the message that worries me. I’m supposed to tell you that you are to form a new independent assassination group. Your new group can have no direct affiliation with any government, but you will have to be available for hire whenever you’re needed. You will be working with not only our own government, but also with the British government. In fact, I was told to tell you that an old friend of yours will be coming to visit you today, and should be here within a couple of hours.”
“An old friend is coming here? All right, if that’s what we have to do. I take it this message came from a reliable source?”
Wally nodded. “It has Allison’s signature on it,” he said. “I guess the heat over E & E got to be too much, so the State Department is considering acknowledging that it existed, but swearing that it was shut down several months ago. They are making sure your names are kept out of anything that could have leaked, but we know that someone out there had to know who you were because of what happened with Danielle. Until they know for sure who that was, they can’t take any chances on contacting you directly.”
“Of course not. I just hope they managed to create a secure channel to MI6, or we may get leaked again. Somebody knew way too much about E & E and our structure there. Anybody who was in deep enough to learn that might be in deep enough to catch a secret transmission between the US and Great Britain.”
“I’m sure they found a secure way to get messages over here. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be sending someone out to talk to you. And incidentally, whoever that is should be arriving sometime in the next couple of hours.”
“Very well. In that case, you need to keep working on new ideas. If I’m going to be handling missions again, I’m likely to need some of your toys.”
“I understand,” Wally said. “And since you mentioned that, I do have a couple things I’d like to show you. You mind taking an extra few minutes with me?”
“Not at all. What have you got?”
“Well, first off,” Wally said, pointing at a bright red Panther Kallista, a small, open two-seater that was built in England during the eighties. Wally had bought it not long after they arrived at the Manor, and had immediately yanked out the Ford Pinto engine and transmission. “My little Lady in Red, here. I had to order in some heavy-duty parts for the rear end, but she’s ready to go. I converted her over to a Ford 302 engine with some pretty special tuning; I re-machined the heads to use rotary valves and took it from two hundred and eighty horsepower up to almost six hundred. I also reengineered the suspension system, so the car will actually stay on the ground. I don’t know if you’ll ever have a chance to drive it, but I just wanted you to know it’s there if you want to.”
Noah walked over to the car and raised its aluminum hood. The V8 filled the engine compartment rather completely, and it sported a custom radiator that was curved around the front of the engine. A number of small electric fans blew air through the radiator to keep the engine cool.
“Nice,” Noah said. “I’ll have to take it for a spin later.”
Wally grinned from ear to ear. “I knew you’d like it,” he said. “Now, come over to the workbench. I had a wild idea a couple days ago, and I had enough junk around here to get started on it. Tell me what you think.” He pointed at what looked like a stuffed cat.
The cat was a typical black and gray-striped tabby, the kind you find running loose in every community. It was the type of cat that might be a beloved pet or a nearly invisible stray.
Noah stood beside the workbench for a moment and just looked at the cat, then reached out to touch its fur. When he did, he was almost startled when it turned its head and looked at him.
“I didn’t think it was alive,” he said. “How did you get it to sit so still?”
Wally giggled. “It’s all in the programming,” he said. “Noah, meet Felix. Felix is a robot, based on the same principles as Esmeralda but with a much smaller computer. I had Esmeralda study everything she could find on cats and design the programming he operates on, but I can guarantee you he will always act like an actual cat. The thing is, he will accept orders and do what he’s told, and his eyes and ears are actually video and audio receptors connected to a transmitter. I’m designing an app you can put on your phone so you can see and hear everything he does.”
“Impressive,” Noah said. “I take it you designed him for stealth work? Spying?”
“Yes, basically, but he’s also capable of delivering a biological or explosive weapon. I mean, you could put a canister of biological agents inside him and send him into an area to infect a specific group of people with a fart, or you could put a bomb in there and tell him when and where to detonate it.” He glanced at Esmeralda, and then back to Noah. “Unlike Esmeralda, though, he doesn’t have nearly enough synaptic connections for any kind of self-awareness. He’ll always do whatever he’s told to do, because that’s how he was programmed.”
“I can see where he might be useful,” Noah said, and then he turned to look at Esmeralda. “I take it you have come to believe that Esmeralda is alive?”
Wally snorted. “She didn’t give me any choice,” he said. “I don’t care how good the programmers are, they couldn’t program actual emotion into her. The best we could do would be to give her a series of subroutines that would look like emotions, but she has been giving me absolute fits since we got here because of her own burgeoning feelings. Why, yesterday she was almost to the point of tears over Felix, when we were talking about using him as a bomb delivery system. She knows damn well he’s just a machine, but she seems to have taken a shine to him. I had to promise to keep him as just a prototype, and she’s planning to adopt him as a pet.”
Esmeralda gave Noah a sheepish grin. “You don’t mind, do you? I mean, he doesn’t even need a litterbox.”
“I don’t see a problem with it,” Noah said. “But what’s going to happen if he sees a mouse?”
“He’ll chase it, and probably catch it,” Wally said. “The only thing he won’t do is eat it, but it will definitely no longer be among the living.”
“Then I think he might be welcome in the house. Thomas has mentioned that we seem to have a few mice running around lately.”
Wally cocked his head to one side. “Mice? You know, I could probably build a robotic mouse. They could go into places that even the cat couldn’t. I’ll have to think about that.”
“I think two robots is probably enough for now,” Noah said. “Maybe you should start thinking about weapons again. If I’m going to be working assassinations, some of your toys could be pretty useful.”
Wally waved a hand in dismissal. “I got lots of that stuff,” he said. “I made you some guns that look like and actually function as cell phones, and a few other goodies like that. Don’t worry, I’ve got your back, Noah.”
“Good. Now, why don’t you both come in and have breakfast? I know Esmeralda doesn’t actually have to eat, but I don’t want any of the staff to notice anything strange about her.”
“Oh, she can eat just fine,” Wally said. “Just don’t let anybody look in the toilet after she gets rid of it, because it isn’t going to look like…”
“I get the point,” Noah said. “Come on, let’s go eat. I’ll let everybody know what’s going on after breakfast.”
“Good idea,” Wally said. “You know, now that you mention it, I’m actually kind of hungry.”




TWO

Breakfast was over, and Noah had requested that everyone meet in his and Sarah’s room. It took a few moments for everyone to find a place to sit, and then Noah turned to Esmeralda.
“Esmeralda, would you deliver the complete message, please?”
“Yes, Noah,” Esmeralda said. “From Allison Peterson and Nathan Parker: by order of the president, after consultation with the State Department, E & E is being terminated effective immediately. No direct contact is possible at this time, which is why this message is being sent through Esmeralda. Team Camelot should prepare to organize an independent effort to continue its mission, and may recruit any former E & E personnel. General liaison will be through MI6, as all current E & E liaison officers are now disavowed into their cover identities. No contact is recommended with any former liaison officers. Camelot alone shall determine the validity of any elimination requests. MI6 liaison Catherine Potts will visit today at ten a.m. Message authorized by Allison Peterson, signature code six one five alpha george one seven. Do not reply. End of message.”
There were a few muttered comments around the room, as everyone looked to Noah to explain what they’d just heard.
“What this means is that we are on our own, but we are apparently expected to continue the work we’ve been doing. We will be working in the private sector, now, without any government backing us. Catherine Potts will be coming to explain more, and I would guess that she may be bringing a mission with her.”
“I’ve got a question,” Neil said. “How are we supposed to contact other former personnel? Everybody went to ground, we have no contact with anyone.”
Esmeralda held up one finger. “If I may?” she asked, and Noah nodded. “I received an encrypted file that has the Protocol 3 contact information for each team. I can access the contact information for any team if ordered by Noah.”
“Okay,” Neil said. “So, how do we get them to go along with this? Apparently we’re the only ones who got the message, right?”
“As far as I know right now, that’s correct,” Noah said. “If we need to recruit any of the others, I’ll have to explain the situation. Fortunately, we have sufficient assets to be able to offer the kind of compensation our people would find interesting.”
Wally waved a hand in the air and Noah nodded toward him.
“Does this mean I can bring some of my people back in?” he asked. “Most of them have probably already found jobs in the private industry fields, but there are a few I would like to bring on.”
“I think that might be a good idea,” Noah said. “How many people are you talking about, Wally?”
“Well, I’m thinking of maybe a couple dozen of them. Of course, we’ll need a better place to work. The workshop you gave me is fine for one man, but not for the team I’m thinking of putting together.”
“Then we’ll see what we can do about finding you a building of your own. Maybe Catherine will have some ideas on that line.”
Marco grinned. “Personally, I’m ready to get back to work. I’m starting to get flabby hanging around here doing nothing.”
“You are not,” Renée said. “Don’t let him fool you, Noah, he’s been running and working out every morning before the sun comes up.”
“I’m aware of that,” Noah said. “I think all of us need to get back to doing something.” He looked at Jenny, who was being quiet. “Jenny? What about you?”
Jenny bit her bottom lip for a moment, then looked at Noah. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she said. “Something happened on that last mission, Noah, and—I’m just not sure how I feel about it anymore. I can’t explain it, it’s like—it’s like I suddenly got my fill. I’ve always been looking forward to the next time I got to kill someone, but now I don’t want to. I can’t explain it, it just doesn’t feel right anymore.” She lowered her eyes. “That doesn’t mean I would not obey orders,” she said. “Just that I don’t really want to have to kill right now.”
“I’m not going to order you into the field,” Noah said. “Our original command structure doesn’t exist anymore, so I’m going to have to say that each one of you is now a free agent. However, I have to assume that the message we received means we are still considered an asset to our government and the British, even if they can’t give us official cover. I need to know which of you are willing to continue working with me on assignments that will come our way.”
“I’m with you,” Marco said, and Renée nodded her agreement.
“I’m still in,” Neil said, and Jenny took hold of his hand.
“I don’t mean to say I’m quitting, Noah,” she said. “I’m just saying that I don’t think I’m up to killing at the moment. I’m willing to be part of the team, I just don’t want to have to take a life.”
“I’m sure there are other ways you can be useful,” Noah said. “I’ve noticed a difference in you, and you told me you weren’t sure you wanted to go back into the field after the last mission. We’ll see what happens, but I won’t ask you to do anything you don’t want to do.”
Jenny gave him a slightly subdued grin. “Thank you,” she said.
“What about me?” Esmeralda asked suddenly. “Will I be part of the team, now?”
Noah turned to her. “I seem to recall that you had some issues with killing, as well. Is that going to affect your performance?”
“Not at all,” she said. “While I prefer not to kill, I understand the logical necessity of assassination as a political tool. I am perfectly capable of carrying out my duties, and I have reached the point of understanding that duty and personal preference are often mutually exclusive.”
“In that case,” Noah said, “I will certainly be putting you on the team. You have a number of abilities that will be useful.” He turned back to the rest of them. “When Catherine arrives, she’ll probably want to speak to all of us. I really don’t want to crowd us all up in here again, so we’ll probably take her out on the grounds, somewhere.”
“I believe she may be arriving,” Esmeralda said. “There is a vehicle approaching from the road right now.”
Noah glanced at his wristwatch and nodded. “She’s a little early, but I’m sure that’s probably her. All right, let’s all go outside. We can gather around the fountain out front.”
Noah helped Sarah get to her feet and the two of them led the way out of the room and down the stairs. Everyone else followed, and a moment later they were all standing at the base of the front steps as Catherine Potts’ new Jaguar pulled up and parked in the circular driveway.
She got out of the car and smiled at Noah. “Travis,” she said, using his cover identity. “I’m delighted to see you all again.”
“It’s good to see you again as well, Catherine,” Noah said. “Allow me to introduce our new friends. This is Wally and his daughter Esmeralda, and the new young man over there is Cody. I believe we’re going to be staying here for quite a while, so it’s good to know that you’re still around.”
“Oh, you can’t get rid of me,” she said. “I’m like a bad penny, I turn up over and over.”
“I know you have some things you want to talk with us about,” Noah said. “I thought we might go out by the fountain, so that we can have some privacy.”
Catherine turned and looked at the fountain that sat in the middle of the grassy area inside the circular drive. It was large and surrounded by paving stones, and there were a number of chairs and benches. A circle of hedges around it provided a modicum of privacy.
“I think that will be lovely,” she said, and they all made their way toward it. Catherine, Noah and Sarah settled onto one of the benches, while the rest of them gathered chairs and brought them closer.
“Well, then,” Catherine began. “I take it you’ve received word of the situation back home?”
“We received a message that our company has been forced into bankruptcy, and that we are to continue working as private contractors in the same field. If I understood correctly, any need for our services will be coming through you. Am I right?”
“Indeed you are. I’ve actually returned just this morning from some rather sneaky meetings at your capital, including with our former boss, Ms. Peterson. Oversight of your activities has been returned to her in her new position, and we have established a secure method of communication by which she can send word to me when you are needed. She gave me to understand that you have sufficient resources, is that correct?”
Noah nodded. “We’ve got so much money we couldn’t ever run out,” he said. “The cover that was built for us a couple years ago is still intact, and so we are ridiculously wealthy. I’m guessing you have an assignment with you?”
Catherine grinned. “You are perceptive,” she said. “I do.” She handed him a small thumb drive. “I have been made aware of the contents of the files that contains,” she said. “It seems that a couple of your senators back home have been working to provide information about your government’s clandestine activities to certain entities that seek to expose them.  For various reasons, your president is reluctant to make the charges against them public. As a result, he has requested that both of them be eliminated.”
Noah’s eyebrows had risen as she spoke. “They want us to assassinate a couple of our own senators?”
“I’m afraid so. These are the very people responsible for the predicament you find yourself in, and it is likely that eliminating them will close up some security holes. Ms. Peterson has instructed me to tell you that there is little likelihood the situation can be properly remedied in any other way.”
“All right, then,” he said. “I’ll look over the files and make a decision. I suppose I should let you know what that decision is?”
“Yes, please,” Catherine said. “I have a method for relaying information back to Ms. Peterson. In addition, while we cannot offer any official recognition or protection, an agreement has been reached between our governments that you should reach out to me should you run into any problems. That is, of course, assuming there is a way for you to make contact with me. I was given to understand that you are essentially on your own, but that your government would wish to know of any issues that may arise.”
“Hmph,” Marco said. “Nice to know somebody at least wants to hear about it, but that doesn’t help much if there won’t be any rescue attempts.”
“I understand,” Noah said. “Catherine, Wally is our research and development man, sort of like Q in the James Bond movies. If we are going to do this, he’s going to need a new facility. I’m thinking of a good-sized building, somewhere not too far from here. Any ideas?”
“Well, nothing off the top of my head, but let me make a call.” She took a cell phone out of her pocket and touched a single button, then put it to her ear. “Andrew, it’s Catherine. Looking for some sort of a large commercial building, not far from Guildford. Would anything happen to come to mind?”
She listened for a moment, then glanced up at Noah. “I think that might be perfect,” she said. “Would it be accessible today? Excellent, please tell them we’ll be there in about a half hour. Yes, I have a potential buyer. Very good, Andrew, and thank you.”
She ended the call and put the phone back into her purse. “Andrew’s a friend of mine, a properties broker. It was actually he who arranged the purchase of this estate for you when it was needed. He has a former factory building about fifteen minutes away, and one of his agents will meet us there. Oh, I should’ve asked, it was all right to arrange an appointment, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, of course,” Noah said. “Just give us a minute to get ready and we can head out.”
“I’m staying here,” Sarah said. “I don’t really want to lug your kid all over creation, and my back is killing me.”
“I’ll stay with Sarah,” Jenny said, and Renée echoed her. “You boys can go, though.”
Noah looked around at everyone. “Do you all want to go?” he asked. “Wally and I can handle it if you like.”
“I’m in,” Neil said. “I’d like to see what it looks like.”
“Yeah, me too,” Marco said. “Cody, you coming?”
Cody shrugged. “I might as well,” he said. “If I stay here, the girls will pick on me.”
“I want to bring Esmeralda,” Wally said. “She can be a big help while I’m getting things ready.”
“All right, the six of us, then. Cody, get the Land Rover out of the garage while Wally and I gather a few things.”
Cody grinned and headed toward the garage while Wally, Noah and the rest went to the workshop. Catherine waited by her car.
“I’m thinking it might be a good idea to take some lights along,” Noah said. “We might want a few basic tools, as well. Old buildings can have issues that might need a little work.”
“I’ve got some high-intensity flashlights,” Wally said. “And I don’t know what kind of tools you have in mind, but Esmeralda can probably handle anything we might run across.”
“Let’s bring a toolbox anyway,” Noah said. “I don’t really want to give away any of Esmeralda’s secrets at the moment.”
Wally grinned and his eyes went wide. “Oh, I gotcha,” he said. “You don’t want the British agent to know we have a robot, right?”
“Exactly,” Noah said. “I’m fairly sure that was something that has never been shared, even with our allies.”
Wally giggled. “We never even told the White House,” he said. “Allison and I agreed to keep her strictly in-house.”
“All the more reason to keep her a secret now. She’s the secret weapon that everybody wishes they had, and we’re the only ones who have her. I want to make sure it stays that way.”
It took them only a few minutes to gather up lights and tools, and they were just stepping out of the workshop when Cody drove up with the Land Rover. Noah put the tools in the back, and they all climbed inside. Esmeralda found herself sitting between Neil and Marco, while Wally was shoved into the middle of the front seat. They pulled over to where Catherine was waiting beside her car and Noah climbed out.
“It’s a little crowded in the Rover,” he said. “Mind if I ride with you?”
“Not a bit,” she said. She opened her door and slid behind the wheel while Noah got in on the passenger side. As she put the car in gear, Cody followed her down the long driveway toward the road.
“You wanted to speak privately?” Catherine asked.
“Yes,” Noah said. “I wanted your assessment of the situation back at your headquarters. How much does MI6 actually know about us?”
“My immediate superior knows that you are here,” Catherine said, “as does Her Majesty, but no one else has been made privy to it. As far as we are concerned, you are exactly what you appear to be: some wealthy young Yanks who like to pretend to be English nobility at times. That keeps us in the clear for whatever we have to do.”
“We?” Noah asked, his left eyebrow arched.
“I’m afraid you’re stuck with me,” she said with a grin. “While Her Majesty may not have official power over our agency, my boss is not one who would refuse anything she asks. I am now assigned specifically to provide any reasonable assistance I can to you, short of officially acknowledging your existence or what you do.”
“Isn’t that going to interfere with your regular duties?”
“Well, it would if I had any. The fact is, you lot are my entire purpose, now. I’m to be available anytime you need me, night or day, and serve as messenger for Ms. Peterson. Between times, I get to put my feet up and take life easy.”
Noah looked at her for a moment, then turned back to look through the windshield. “Good for you,” he said. “We’ll try not to give you too much trouble.”
“Oh, it’s not as bad as all that,” Catherine said. “Remember that I have sufficient security clearance to learn anything you need to know. The computers in my office have unrestricted access to everything my government knows, and a few more besides, so I’m ready and willing to find out any information you need at any time.” She reached over and patted him on the shoulder. “Noah, don’t look so downhearted. I’ve been a field agent for a number of years—this is a cushy assignment for me. I stand a much greater chance of living to be a grandmother, now, so I’m grateful.”
Noah turned toward her again. “A grandmother?”
“Well, I suppose that’s up to my daughter, but I have hopes. At least now there’s a good chance I’ll be around if she decides to give me some grandchildren.”
“I didn’t know you had a daughter,” Noah said. “How old is she?”
“She just turned twenty,” Catherine said with a smile. “She wanted to take after her mother and go into government service, but I put my foot down. She is at uni, studying to be a literary agent. Much safer career choice, don’t you agree?”
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They arrived at the building a couple of minutes before the estate agent, and Noah was impressed. It was a very large structure, set in the middle of about fifty acres surrounded by a high chain-link fence. Catherine had told him it had once been a farm equipment factory, where tractors and combines were made. The building itself was designed with three large sections, each of which covered nearly two acres, and there was an attached smaller building with a dozen offices on the front.
“Hello,” the agent said as he got out of his car. “I’m Nigel Wescott.” He handed a business card to each of them.
Catherine quickly made the introductions, and then Nigel led them to the front door of the building. It took him a moment to find the right key, but then they stepped inside. It turned out that the flashlights hadn’t been necessary, because the power was on in the building. Nigel went to a large panel inside a closet and shoved a lever upward, and all the lights came on at once.
The building was huge, but it had been sitting empty for several years. There were signs that teenagers or vagabonds occasionally made use of the office spaces, but the building was essentially secure. They found one window broken which was probably where the intruders had gotten in, but it would be no problem to lock it down.
“Wally?” Noah asked after they’d been all the way through the building. “What do you think?”
Wally’s eyes were big and round. “I think it’s perfect,” he said, a big smile spread across his face. “This is bigger than the old place, with a lot more room for some of the testing phases.”
Noah glanced at Esmeralda, who seemed to be paying special attention to various parts of the building’s structure. “Esmeralda?” he asked. “You see any problems?”
She shook her head. “The structure is sound,” she said. “I think it would be an ideal facility, and should be relatively easy to maintain security for.”
Noah turned to Nigel. “All right,” he said. “Let’s get down to business. How much?”
The haggling took less than an hour before they arrived at a price, and Neil was able to transfer the money from their corporate bank account to the estate agency escrow account.
“I’m afraid it will take a couple of days to get the paperwork done,” he said. “You can, of course, take possession immediately. These are the keys we have, but I would presume you will be changing them.” He handed over the keys to Noah. “I shall give you a call when the close of escrow is scheduled, will that be all right?”
“That’ll be fine,” Noah said. “Just let me know. If I can’t make it myself, I’ll send a representative.”
Nigel, who seemed almost shocked at how quickly the deal had taken place, shook his hand and then got into his car and drove away. As soon as he was gone, they all gathered together to start discussing how the new building would be used.
“The first thing we need to do is make sure nobody knows what’s really going on here,” Noah said. “Any ideas?”
“That’s easy, Boss,” Neil said. “We start a research engineering business. A lot of the stuff Wally comes up with could easily be adapted to the civilian markets, right?”
“Well, yes, but some things would need to be kept very secret,” Wally said. “I mean, we don’t need the average housewife turning bread into explosives, now do we?”
“Of course not,” Noah said. “On the other hand, Wally, you have accomplished one of the greatest feats in robotics ever contemplated. What if you were to develop simpler robots that could do household chores? I don’t mean things that look like people, the way Esmeralda does, but machines that do specific jobs?”
“Well, yes, I suppose that would not be difficult,” Wally said, his fingers stroking his chin. “Sort of like the cat, only designed to wash dishes or clean toilets or whatever, right? Esmeralda could write the programming in no time flat, so yes, that’s doable.”
“That’ll be your cover, then,” Noah said. “Developing household robots. That should give you enough leeway to order in any kind of components you need, shouldn’t it? Electronics, computers, even chemicals, right?”
“Oh, yes, absolutely,” Wally said. “And this building is big enough, we could even set up assembly lines. I would partition off one of the big sections for our real work, and anything we developed for the civilian market would be brought out into the other sections for production. That way, we could even hire local folks to work in the production lines and help out the local economy a bit.”
“What about your R&D team? Do you think the people you have in mind will come over here?”
“Of course they will. This is the work they love to do, and they probably will even get a kick out of turning some of it to public use.”
“Then let’s do it,” Noah said. “Neil, I’ll let you handle getting the company set up. We’ll put Molly on developing a marketing program, she’s a genius at that sort of stuff.”
“Boss, she’s a genius at everything,” Neil said. “Of course, you’re going to need people who can handle shipping and such. You want local folks for that stuff?”
“Actually,” Noah said, “I think we’re going to try bringing most of the teams in, so they’ll need cover jobs. This new business will fill the bill nicely.” He turned to Esmeralda. “How soon can you contact the other teams and let them know what’s going on?”
“If you tell me to, I can do so within minutes. Each of them will get a secure phone number along with the message, so they can call and talk directly to me. I can then explain in more detail, and start arranging their transportation and cover identities.”
“Can you handle all that by yourself?” Noah asked.
“I can. I have access to a CIA printing facility that can generate authentic identification documents such as driver’s licenses and passports, and I can access almost any state or federal database to create birth records, Social Security numbers and such. The guidebooks I have read on this process offered great detail on how to create school records, health records and other things that legitimize a created identity.”
Noah blinked. “Very well, then, please reach out to Teams Aladdin and Pegasus and let them know that we are reforming as a seemingly rogue organization, but will continue to do the work we have always done. Let them know that you will create identities for any of their people who need it, and that they will have cover jobs that secure their income. Tell them I need them as soon as they can get here.”
“Yes, sir,” Esmeralda said. “I’ve already composed the message, and it is being sent by encrypted email to each of them.”
Wally giggled. “Hell of an assistant, isn’t she?” he said. “I think I’ll make her my director of research out here.”
Noah looked at him for a second, then turned to Esmeralda. “Have you created an identity for yourself?” he asked.
“I have the identity that was created for me when I was built,” she said. “However, it is very limited. With your permission, I would like to create a new one that is more complete and verifiable.”
“Do it. I think you are at least as human as I am, so you might as well start earning a living. With a complete identity, we can put you on the payroll.”
Esmeralda smiled. “Thank you,” she said. “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”
* * *
They headed back toward the Manor so that Wally could begin the process of ordering the equipment he would need. The online bookstore they owned had earned them more than three billion dollars since it was created, and Noah gave Wally a starting budget of five hundred million to work with. He assured Noah that it would be sufficient to get started, and the plan was for the new company to be able to support itself rather quickly. They all gathered in the Great Hall, where the staff had learned to leave them alone most of the time. Even Thomas would announce himself before entering the room, so Noah was comfortable with holding discussions there.
Molly was excited about the project, and immediately set to work designing a marketing program that would result in direct online sales. Neil worked with her to create the website and set up the company, which they called, with Wally’s approval, Home Robotics, LTD.
“Okay, Wally,” Molly said, “can you tell me a couple of robots you are planning to build? We just want to put something on the website, some sort of information to get people’s interest.”
“Oh, sure,” Wally said, giggling. “I’ve already got it worked out in my head, I mean, I’ve designed the prototype and everything. The first one will do your laundry for you. The way it will work, you just toss all your dirty clothes into the hamper that’s connected to it, and it’ll sort out the whites and the colors and everything else, load them into the washer section and clean them, then it’ll put the whole load in the dryer section because it’s on a pivot, so it just takes the whole drum from the washer section and switches it for the one in the dryer section. That way, it can load the next batch of clothes in the washer section and the process keeps going. When the dryer gets done, the clothes are dropped out onto the folder, and it has a set of arms that pick up each item and fold it properly, or put it on a hanger if that’s appropriate.” He giggled again. “I’m going to call it Laundry Lady.”
Molly squinted at him. “It washes and dries and folds? This thing sounds pretty big, Wally. Isn’t that going to be a problem?”
“Oh, no, it’s not that big at all. You see, the big problem with laundry machines today is that they’re too big. That’s why it takes a long time to wash a load, then an even longer time to get it dry. By making the loads quite a bit smaller, we can complete the wash in about six minutes, switch drums and use high-speed spin and hot air so that we can dry the load completely by the time the next one is ready to move over. Since the loads are smaller, they can be completely washed, dried and folded in less than thirty minutes, and because it keeps going over and over until the hamper is completely empty, all your laundry gets done in just a few hours. All the housewife has to do is pick up the folded and hung-up clothes and put them where they go.”
His eyes suddenly opened wider than usual. “Hey, that gives me another idea. We can mount the folder on a motorized platform, so it can take each item of clothing and put it in the right dresser drawer or closet. We can give the purchaser a device that will imprint each item with an invisible tag, so the folder will know which clothes go in which place. That’ll be easy, because there will be a matching coded tag in each drawer and closet, so the folder can identify what items go into each of them. As it comes to each drawer or closet, it knows which of the clothes to put there, then moves on to the next location.”
Molly’s eyes were wide. “I get the first one that’s set up, right?” she asked. “If there’s one thing I hate, it’s doing laundry.”
“We’ll give you the friends and family discount,” Wally said with a grin. “Go ahead and put those on the website, Laundry Lady and Fred the Folder. I’ll have working prototypes inside of a week, and we’ll be ready for production in about two months.” He turned to Renée. “If I describe the devices, can you make a design that will look attractive?”
Renée’s eyes registered surprise. “Well, yeah, I’m sure I can. Does it have to look like the usual washer and dryer setup?”
“Oh, no, not at all. In fact, I think it should look entirely different.” He snapped his fingers. “Hey, how about this? What if it looks like something decorative, like maybe a fireplace? We can put a high-definition video screen on the front, so it can have a cozy-looking fire, or we could make it look like a fish tank, and you could watch the fish while you’re washing clothes. Put the whole thing in a nice wood-looking cabinet and it could even sit in your living room.” He giggled. “Of course, the real action is taking place behind the scenes. We have to make sure there’s a closet door where the owner can access the back of the unit, because that’s where the hamper will be and where the folder will get the clean clothes and fold them to put them away.”
“Yeah,” Molly said. “And what is this thing going to cost?”
“Oh, production won’t cost much more than a regular high-quality washer and dryer. But the savings in time and labor? People would pay a lot more, trust me, and we can even make extra money by offering financing. I can find a financing company that will work with us.”
“Production,” Noah said. “You’re going to have to hire laborers to work in the factory. Is that going to create a security risk?”
“No, not really. I’ll take one of the three big sections and make that our actual research and development, both for the factory and for our other purposes, and that will only be accessible to the people I bring in from Neverland. The production unit will be in another section, and that’s where we can hire locals.”
Leaving the matter in Wally’s and Molly’s capable hands, Noah joined Sarah and Catherine in his and Sarah’s room with Esmeralda. She had sent the message out to Teams Aladdin and Pegasus, and both had responded that they would arrive within the next couple of days.
“Aladdin seems particularly excited about the prospect,” Esmeralda said. “I believe he is looking forward to returning to his native England. Also, all of their current identities are intact and uncompromised, so they won’t be needing new ones. They have actually been staying in their homes at Kirtland, waiting for further orders.”
“I’ve got a question,” Sarah said. “How come you only wanted those two teams? What about Oz, or Unicorn or Snow White or any of the others?”
“I’ve worked with these two most recently,” Noah said, “and we don’t know yet how many people we’re actually going to need. This will give us three experienced teams, and I can mix and match people if I need to for special missions. If it becomes necessary, we can always bring the others in later.”
Catherine looked at Noah. “Aladdin,” she said. “That’s McCullers, isn’t it?”
Noah nodded. “Yes, Mark McCullers. He’s one of our newer acquisitions, but he’s proven himself.”
“Yes, I met him on your last mission. Noah, you may need to take extra caution with him. If any of our intelligence people find out who he really is…”
“His identity is secure,” Noah said. “And I believe he’s smart enough to stay out of the way of anyone who might figure it out. Besides, I read the file on his situation and he was railroaded into prison. He never should have gone at all, and a halfway decent lawyer could have gotten the conviction overturned. The problem was that he had no assets as a foreign national, and no one was willing to step up to help him. If your government had not disavowed him, he probably would’ve been able to go free and would still be working for you folks.”
“Yes, well, he unfortunately has some enemies high up in our government,” Catherine said. “He upset some of the peerage a few years ago by trying to reopen the investigation into the death of Princess Diana. As far as Parliament is concerned the matter is closed, and they can simply ignore all the reporters who dig into it, but having a British Special Forces officer claim to have evidence that she was murdered by the royal family required a lot of rapid action to keep it out of the press. Most of Parliament thinks his arrest in the States was nothing short of a miracle. Be sure he doesn’t try to bring the matter up again, will you? He could ruin everything for all of you here in England.”
“I’ll have a talk with him when he gets here,” Noah said. “Personally, I think he’s just happy to have a life again, and I think he’s fully aware of what might happen if his real identity was discovered on British soil.”
“Good,” Catherine said. “I like him, personally, but it’s doubtful he would even get a trial. If the wrong people learn who he is, he’s likely to be shot while trying to escape.”
“I’ll handle him,” Noah said. “There won’t be any problems.”
“Well, good,” Catherine said. “And with that, I believe I should head back toward London. I’ll be available by telephone should you need me. Just call, and I promise to come running.” She got to her feet and then leaned down to give Sarah a hug. “How much longer?”
“Three weeks, four days and hopefully only a few hours. I have never been more ready for anything than getting this child birthed into the world. I just hope I still have ribs by then.”
“I remember that feeling well,” Catherine said. “Just remember that once the baby is born, you’re going to feel a bit empty. Bond with the child quickly, and you’ll get over it without any real problems.”
“I will,” Sarah said. “And thanks.”
Catherine touched Noah on the shoulder, then gave Esmeralda a quick hug and was gone.
Sarah had watched Esmeralda, and now she grinned. “You’re not used to getting hugged, are you?”
“Not by a woman,” Esmeralda said. “Part of my program included seduction, so I have felt the arms of men around me. I realize that there are different types of hugs, and hers was simply one of welcoming, to make me feel like part of the team. She has only known me for a few hours, so it is impossible that she has developed affection for me yet.”
“Maybe not,” Sarah said, “but get used to it. Some of us like to hug. I’m fully aware that you aren’t physically human, but you sure seem like it. You’re family, now, Esmeralda.”
Esmeralda smiled at her. “Thank you,” she said. “I feel what I think is gratitude at hearing those words from you.” She turned to Noah. “I have been thinking about my new identity,” she said. “I find that the current name I use, Esmeralda Delgado, is comfortable to me, but my surname and identity were only cursorily created. I have completed everything necessary to make it a full, unbreakable identity.”
“Delgado? That sounds Mexican, or Spanish,” Sarah said.
“Yes,” Esmeralda said. “Wally said he chose the name because he thought that my features look somewhat Hispanic. Of course, I can change my appearance, but my default appearance is this one.”
“That’s fine with me,” Noah said. “I suspect Wally will be pleased that you’re keeping the same name, as well.”
“Yeah,” Sarah said, “but Esmeralda is still kind of a mouthful. How would you feel about a nickname? Something a little easier to say?”
“A nickname?” Esmeralda asked. “I know that my name is often shortened to Esme, but it seems rather awkward to me.”
“I’m thinking of something simpler,” Sarah said. “How would you feel about Essie, or Emma?”
Esmeralda looked at her for a couple of seconds, and then smiled. “Emma sounds nice,” she said.
“Emma it is, then,” Sarah said with a smile. “Come on, Emma, you can help me down the stairs so I can grab a bite of lunch.” She looked at Noah. “Are you coming?”
“I’m going to see what the others are doing,” he said. “I’ll be down in a bit, and probably the rest of them will follow.”
She leaned over and gave him a kiss, then took Esmeralda’s hand as she got to her feet. Noah watched them leave, then headed out of his room and down toward the one Neil shared with Jenny. That was where the rest of them had gathered to work on the new business idea. Molly, of course, was helping with the marketing plan, and Renée had volunteered to serve as graphic designer; it turned out to be one of her talents that had made her so valuable to Wally in the first place.
Marco was scribbling notes on a pad about forklifts and shipping equipment. He had explained that before he ended up in trouble and came to work with E & E, he had actually been a warehouse manager. He was very experienced with shipping and receiving equipment and practices, and had volunteered to help get things set up.
Everyone looked up when Noah entered the room.
“Hey, Boss,” Marco said. “Congratulations.”
“Congratulations on what?” Noah asked.
“Congratulations on the fact you just got voted chairman of the board of our new company,” Neil said. “You didn’t think we were going to let you off the hook, did you? You’re the boss, and nothing is going to change that.”
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“We’ll deal with that as we need to,” Noah said. “For the moment, we need to be working on the mission we were given this morning. Neil, have you looked at the files on the thumb drive?”
Neil shook his head. “Not yet, Boss, been waiting for you to say the word. Ready?”
“Yes. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
Neil plugged the drive into his computer and sent the display to the big monitor on the wall. There was a view of his main screen, and then a window opened up with several photos. Three of them were of the same man, a somewhat handsome gentleman who appeared to be in his mid-fifties. He was about six feet tall with salt-and-pepper hair, and he had piercing blue eyes.
The other three showed a woman. She was about five foot seven with brown hair that hung to her shoulders, and appeared to be in her early to mid-forties. She was not particularly attractive, but she was definitely fit, with a trim, athletic figure that indicated she worked out regularly at a gym.
A voice that they all recognized as Allison’s began to come from the speakers.
“You’re looking at Senators Alan Clark and Seraphina Mitchell,” she said. “The NSA, with help from the FBI, have identified them as being the primary sources of information for Government Watch and their exposure of E & E. Senator Mitchell is the woman who was manipulating Danielle, your secretary, Noah. She has a device that allows her to disguise her voice as mine, and was using it to get Danielle to send information that was particularly damning. Senator Clark is working with her, providing information about other agencies that have submitted sanction requests over the past few years. Both of them deny it, and Homeland Security believes they present a genuine threat to national security with everything they know. If they are prosecuted, there is a strong possibility they’d do even more damage before they went to trial, possibly even bringing about a constitutional crisis and requiring charges of treason against at least one former president. For that reason, the NSA has recommended elimination, but no US agency dares to act. The only hope we have is to make their deaths seem accidental and coincidental, but the president has ordered us all to take no action. He is the one who came up with the idea of you going independent.”
The screen changed to show Allison looking into a camera. “Noah, no one can order you to do anything when Protocol 3 is in effect, you know that. The entire idea of you setting up an independent operation is nothing more than a suggestion, but if you’re willing, then we can still make use of your talents to protect our country. You have a healthy source of funds now, and more can be funneled your way once some of this dies down. In addition, you can recruit any former E & E teams or personnel you choose. I think most of them would be willing to work with you, if you called on them.”
She frowned and looked off to the right for a second, then looked into the camera again. “As for this situation, Noah, if you agree that the risk to national security is great, then I’m asking you to take the necessary actions. Again, we feel their deaths should seem entirely accidental, but that is up to you. If you decide to accept this suggestion, then your liaison will be Catherine Potts. I’ve spoken with her, and she’s more than willing to take on the job. We’ve established a way for the two of us to talk, so any such missions will be relayed through me to her, and then to you. Please let her know what you decide.”
The screen went blank then, and Neil shut it off. He turned to look at Noah and said, “Wow.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “Comments, anyone?”
Molly looked at him. “Noah, if she’s going to ask you to do this, I have to believe she agrees that it’s necessary.”
Noah nodded. “I agree,” he said. “Anyone else?”
Marco, Jenny and Neil looked at one another, but it was Renée who spoke first. “I think it has to be pretty serious,” she said. “For her to even risk a message like that when she’s already on the spot as being the former Director of E & E, that tells me it’s more than just the risk to national security. She’s worried about that constitutional crisis actually happening. If it does, the whole country could collapse.”
“Again, I agree. Very well, then, we’ll accept the mission. Molly, will you begin planning it? I want your recommendations by morning. Neil, you’ll help her with anything she needs. I want a complete mission plan that gets us in and out, with the best chance of success.”
“We’re on it,” Molly said.
“Good,” he said, “but it might wait until after lunch.” He turned and left the room without another word, and they all looked at one another for a second before following him down the stairs toward the dining room.
Lunch at Feeney Manor was not scheduled for a specific time except on Sundays, when it was served promptly at one o’clock. The rest of the time, the residents could walk into the dining room whenever they liked, and a kitchen helper would appear within a minute or so to find out what they would like to eat. Sarah had asked for a ham and cheese sandwich, and Esmeralda had requested the same for the sake of appearances. They were both already eating by the time Noah and the rest joined them.
Thomas, the butler, appeared moments after they were seated. “Mr. Lightner,” he began, using the cover name that Noah employed in England, “I’ve been meaning to ask you about your friend Mr. Lawson. He’s been doing a lot of puttering in the barn workshop, and—well, I don’t mean to be rude, sir, but I’m not sure what he’s actually doing out there. I happened by this morning, and there is a strange cat that just sits there and watches as I enter, and I can’t help but wonder why the poor thing doesn’t move. Is there something wrong with it, I wonder?”
Noah looked at him for a second, but Esmeralda answered before he could speak.
“That’s my cat,” she said. “She’s sitting there because she’s mad at me, I think, for leaving her behind today. When she’s mad, she won’t move until I come and pick her up.”
“Ah,” Thomas said. “I see. Very well, then.” He went on into the kitchen and Noah looked at Esmeralda.
“That was a quick answer,” he said. “Was it planned?”
“No. I just thought about things I’ve read about cats and it seemed like the most logical explanation.”
“It was a good one,” Sarah said, grinning. “I take it the cat is something of Wally’s?”
“Yes,” Noah said. “I’ll tell you about it later.”
* * *
The rest of the day went quickly, and ended the way it usually did since they had arrived at Feeney Manor. The entire group, including Wally and Esmeralda, gathered in the Great Hall, where Neil had set up a video projector and a large screen. It had become customary for them all to relax at the end of the day with movies or television programs they enjoyed, and while each of them had a television in their rooms, the feeling of camaraderie they gained from gathering in the makeshift theater was something they all found pleasant.
Afterward, they all headed for bed in their individual rooms. Noah and Sarah, Neil and Jenny, and Marco and Renée shared rooms, as did Wally and Cody since they were the only two single men.
Esmeralda had a room of her own, and had lately begun getting into the bed every night, rather than simply standing or sitting motionless as she had done in the past. She was capable of powering herself down with only a sentinel program still running that allowed her to listen for approaching danger. It was as close as she could get to actual sleep, but she had discovered that in the brief nanoseconds between her sleep mode and full reactivation, she would experience something akin to a dream, and she had recently started trying to analyze them. It seemed they were often brief visualizations of events that had not happened in her experience, but were essentially imaginary. For an AI, the concept of the imagination was almost alien, so she was exploring her “dreams” in the hope of learning just what imagination was.
The following morning, as they all gathered for breakfast, Esmeralda looked at Noah. She was fully aware of Noah’s condition, the histrionic affect disorder that left him without emotion, and that he operated primarily on logic, just as she did. As a result, she had come to respect his opinion concerning her slowly burgeoning sentience.
“Noah,” she said during a lull in the conversation, “I had an unusual dream this morning. May I tell you about it?”
Everyone fell silent instantly, and Noah looked directly at her. “Yes, please do.”
“It was very brief,” she said. “I was in my room upstairs, in my bed, and in my dream I suddenly realized there was a man lying beside me. He was not a man I have ever met, but he turned and looked at me, and then kissed me. I can remember feeling his lips touching mine, but then I became fully conscious and realized that it was a dream.”
Everyone at the table stared at her, but then Wally leaned over and laid a hand on her arm.
“This is incredible,” he said. “Esmeralda, do you realize what this means?”
“No,” she said, turning to look at him. “Does it mean something?”
“Of course it does,” Wally said, giggling. “It means that you are experiencing desire. You have obviously been seeing our young couples enjoying intimacy, and you are experiencing a desire to feel intimacy of your own.”
Esmeralda simply looked at him for a couple of seconds, then turned back to Noah. “Do you think that is correct?” she asked. “Am I experiencing a desire for intimacy?”
Noah raised an eyebrow. “I think it’s possible,” he said. “Even though I don’t feel emotion, I do feel desire quite often, especially when I’m alone with Sarah.” He glanced at his wife, who was suddenly turning red. “I think the desire you may be experiencing is to more closely approximate humanity. I can remember when I was younger, as I was going through puberty, when I felt similar desires and didn’t know what to make of them.” He looked at her for a second longer, then leaned a little closer. “I know that you have some kind of physical feeling,” he said. “Do you know how it works? I’m curious whether you feel things in any way similar to what we do.”
“I can answer that,” Wally said. “We designed her sensory network to be as close as possible to a human’s. She has tiny tactile sensors throughout all of her skin, each of which is capable of registering not only the fact of contact, but the degree of pressure. For instance, if you simply lay a hand on her arm, like I’ve done, she feels the touch and the warmth of my fingers, but if I were to squeeze, she would feel the greater pressure and react to it as a possible threat. She would assess the impact of the pressure on her position and situation at the moment, and determine whether it was in fact representative of danger. That’s basically what we humans do in a similar situation. If somebody grabs your arm and squeezes, you automatically evaluate what’s going on to determine whether it means you’re in danger, or someone is just being playful or overly zealous. Right?”
Noah nodded. “That makes sense. What about the things we consider more pleasant sensations? In her dream, the man kissed her. Would that give her some sort of pleasure?”
“Oh, yes,” said. “Her original programming included the ability to interpret certain stimuli as pleasant, and others as unpleasant. A gentle touch on the lips would be pleasant, and she was even programmed to accept a more aggressive, more passionate kiss under certain circumstances. Why, we even included programming so that stimulation of her nipples and…”
“That’s enough, Wally,” Sarah said. “We get the picture!”
“I wanted to hear more,” Jenny said. “Go on, Wally, what do you…”
“I think we all understood what Wally was trying to say,” Noah said. “Esmeralda, since you do in fact have the ability to feel pleasure, then I have to believe that you can experience intimacy, as well. Intimacy is more than just physical pleasure; it includes a very basic emotional response that makes the intimate situation something we find pleasant, which is why we desire it. Now that you are capable of independent thought that goes beyond your programming, I see no reason why you shouldn’t be capable of desiring pleasure, intimacy, perhaps even emotional fulfillment of some kind.”
Esmeralda cocked her head slightly as she looked at him. “I do find myself occasionally observing you couples and wondering what emotions and sensations you experience together. I suppose it’s possible that I’m curious enough to wish I could experience them for myself, but of course that would be impossible.”
“Why is it impossible?” Renée asked. “I mean, we all know where you came from, but we still all think of you as a person. Why couldn’t you have a relationship with a man in order to experience those things?”
Esmeralda turned to her. “I think that would be deceitful,” she said. “I’ve been programmed with a great deal of information on human psychology, and I believe that a man would find a relationship with a robot to be false and unsatisfying. Keeping my true nature a secret is not an option, because it would be wrong to allow a man to think I was fully human just to experience intimacy and pleasure. I’m sure he would feel deceived, and probably angry, when he learned the truth.”
“So tell him the truth,” Marco said. “Trust me, there are plenty of men out there who won’t care how you came to be. You’re very attractive, your personality is sweet and likable; granted, it might take a man a little time to get used to the idea, but—well, take Cody, here, he knows you already. Cody, would you take Esmeralda out on a date?”
Cody, who had just taken a bite of the ham Beatrice had originally sliced for breakfast that morning, chewed it slowly while his large, round eyes jumped from one face to the next. When he finally swallowed, it was hard. “Um—well, yeah,” he said. “I mean, Esmeralda, you’re beautiful and all that, but—well, I mean, I’m not sure I’d really be the guy you’d want to try that way. You know what I mean?”
Esmeralda looked straight at him. “No,” she said. “What do you mean?”
Cody swallowed again while everyone else except Noah stifled a grin. “Well—I, I guess what I’m trying to say is that I don’t know if—if I could think of you completely as, you know, as a girl.”
Esmeralda nodded. “I see,” she said. “Because you know that I’m a robot, you wouldn’t be able to be intimate with me the way you could with a natural woman. Is that correct?”
Cody was squirming in his seat. “Well, you know, something like that. I mean, I don’t really think about you being, you know, a robot most of the time, but—well, if we were, you know, out on a date, well, I think it might be hard not to think about it.”
“Cody, don’t worry, you have not offended me. I understand. Would you be willing to take me out on a date anyway? Just so I can see what it would feel like to be on a date?”
Cody swallowed once again, then seemed to surrender to the inevitable. “Sure,” he said. “Maybe we could go to the movies or something.”
“That’s a wonderful idea,” Wally said. “Esmeralda could use the practice, being in a somewhat romantic situation in public.”
“Wally, lay off,” Sarah said. “Esmeralda, ignore these guys. Just remember that if a man asks you for a date, he isn’t asking you to marry him. You don’t have to tell him your whole life story for a single date.”
“But what if he decides he likes me? If he asks me for a second date, should I tell him the truth then?”
“Not unless he has a top-secret security clearance,” Wally said. “That’s the hangup, Esmeralda. You can’t let anybody know about you outside of our little group. If you find yourself in a romantic situation, then we’ll have to vet the guy to see if he qualifies for the secret.”
“I can qualify him,” Marco said. “I’d just explain to him that if he ever talks, I’ll cut his nuts off. He won’t talk.”
“But then he might get angry at me,” Esmeralda said. “I wouldn’t want that.”
“All right, you guys, that’s enough,” Sarah said. “Leave her alone.” She turned to Esmeralda. “Emma, you and I can talk about this later when these idiots aren’t around. Okay?”
Esmeralda smiled at her. “Okay,” she said.
They all finished breakfast and then went back upstairs to Noah and Sarah’s room, which was the biggest of them. It was still crowded with nine people inside, but they all managed to find somewhere to sit as Molly began laying out the mission plan she had come up with.
“What I’ve got in mind is two teams, working together,” she said. “Team one will take Senator Mitchell, and look for an opportunity to create a fatal accident. That will mean spending some time studying her routine, getting an idea of where one might be set up in advance. I’m thinking of something along the lines of a traffic accident, but another possibility may suggest itself once the team is in place.”
She glanced over at Jenny. “Jenny? Are you still staying off the lead roster?”
“For now, anyway,” Jenny said. “I just don’t really feel like I’m ready, you know?”
“No problem,” Molly said. “In that case, I was thinking that some of our conversation this morning might actually come into play. Senator Clark is known as a ladies’ man, a real horndog. He’s been named by at least a dozen young females who work around the Senate as a man who is always flirting and making passes, but he’s kept it just under the line that could be called sexual harassment. I think he would be an easy mark for a female assassin, and I was thinking of using Esmeralda.”
Noah looked at Esmeralda. “Esmeralda? Are you willing to perform as an assassin?”
“Certainly, Noah,” she said. “While I may be developing some intelligence, I’m still basically controlled by my programming. That programming tells me to kill whenever I’m ordered to do so by you, and now that I know the reason for my negative feedback loop after the last mission, I don’t think I’ll suffer any ill effects. Of course, that programming also prevents me from harming anyone without such orders, or at least without an absolute necessity of doing so.”
“You made a comment about being programmed for seduction,” Noah said. “I take it you mean that you were programmed with seduction techniques? Ways to get a man to be alone with you?”
“Yes. I’m programmed for various types and levels of flirtation, sexual body language and facial expressions. By watching the face and body language of my target, I can determine which particular techniques are most effective and expand upon them. According to Wally, there are probably very few men who could resist giving in to me.”
“Actually,” Wally said, “I’m pretty sure what I said was that any man who could resist her was probably already dead.” He looked at Noah. “Okay, you could, but I don’t think anyone else would be able to.”
“Then you’re up,” Noah said. “Your orders will be to locate and seduce Senator Clark, then take him to a private location and kill him.”
“Yes, sir,” Esmeralda said.
“I think,” Molly went on, “that we should send her with Cody, Marco and Renée as her team. With the computer inside her head, she isn’t going to need Neil, so he and Jenny can either sit this one out or work with whoever we put on team one.”
“I need to stay here,” Neil said. “I have way too much to do if we are launching this company this soon.”
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Noah turned to Esmeralda. “How soon will Aladdin and Pegasus get here?” he asked.
“According to my last update,” Esmeralda said, “Pegasus will arrive the day after tomorrow, in the afternoon. Their flight will land at Heathrow at just after one p.m. Aladdin will arrive the following day at just before ten a.m.”
“All right,” Noah said. “Sarah has a doctor’s appointment in London that morning, so we’ll take the van and pick Pegasus up at the airport. Marco, we’re going to need additional vehicles. Take Renée, Jenny, Esmeralda and Cody into the city this afternoon and buy four of them. I’m thinking SUVs or those four-door pickup trucks, something big enough to carry a whole team. Neil, we need a highly secure Internet connection at the building, something that’s going to be able to handle a lot of data and bandwidth. You can work on that this afternoon, and tomorrow morning you need to head into London.”
“London? What am I doing in London?”
“We don’t have room to house everyone here, so we need to make arrangements for accommodations. There’s a place on the M25 near our exit that sells mobile homes. Go purchase eight of them and have them delivered to the grounds of the factory building no later than tomorrow evening; they can do it, so pay extra if you have to. Wally, you and I will go out now and find plumbing and electrical contractors to set up spots to put them all, like in a trailer park. All they need is a place to set them where they can hook up electricity, water and sewer lines. Molly, you and Sarah can take the van tomorrow and go shopping, get the basics for each of those campers.”
“The basics?” Molly asked.
“Yes. Sheets, blankets, basic dishes and cooking utensils, cleaning supplies, things like that. After we pick them up, we’ll take Pegasus by the store so they can pick up groceries and personal hygiene items.”
There were a couple of other questions, and then everyone got moving. It was going to be a busy day. Wally found a contracting company in Guildford that was overjoyed to get the job of setting up camper sites at the old factory, and he and Noah took the pickup truck and met them at the site with their trenching equipment an hour later. The foreman worked with them to choose the best location to put the campers, an area on the east side of the property that was lightly wooded, and then they got started.
“Are you sure?” the foreman asked. “It’s a lovely spot, but it’s going to mean cutting a road. We can do it if you wish, but you’re looking at quite a bit more expense.”
“That’s not a problem,” Noah said. “Those spots will be ideal.”
“Absolutely,” Wally added. “The people who will be staying in these are special employees, so giving them some shade and privacy will be a good thing. You can run all the lines, can’t you?”
“Certainly, sir,” said the foreman, doing his best not to grin too widely. “As long as you gentlemen don’t mind the expense, we can do whatever you wish.” He turned to look back at the building from where they stood, just on the edge of the wooded section. “It’s not but about two hundred meters to the building, and we can tie the electricity and water in from there. The sewer line runs along the road, so that’s about four hundred meters, perhaps five hundred from the furthest point.” He took a walkie-talkie out of his pocket and keyed the microphone. “Walter, this is Charles. We’re going to need the dozer out here, and about two hundred more meters of sewer line.”
Wally started to follow Charlie as he walked toward his crew, but Noah caught his arm.
“Let’s you and me go inside the building,” he said. “We need to start figuring out what we need inside, and getting some offices set up.”
Wally grinned. “Sure, Boss,” he said. “I’ve already made a list of some of the equipment I’m going to need, but a lot of it can only come from our old labs back in Neverland.”
“That might be difficult,” Noah said. “We would need to know how to identify each piece you wanted, and then it’s possible Allison could arrange to have it shipped out.”
“Oh, it won’t be hard at all,” Wally said. “We set up a bug-out plan right after I came on board with E & E. Each item of equipment that we brought in is identified by a code number, and in the event we ever had to abandon the facility, the crew would follow that plan, which called for every item to be packed away and stuck into warehouse A7. Warehouse A7, since you probably never heard of it, is a top-secret underground warehouse that is only accessible two ways: you can get to it through a tunnel under R&D, and the tunnel is only accessible from one room in the building. The whole floor of the room is a concealed elevator, and it drops down sixty feet to the tunnel itself.
“The other way to access warehouse A7 is hangar nineteen at the Kirtland Airfield. That’s the big one that sits out on the edge of the field, all rusty and worn-out looking. A big section of its floor is another elevator that goes right down into the warehouse. The stuff I need could be brought up and loaded into a C-130 with nobody being the wiser.”
“Sounds like it’s all planned out,” Noah said. “How do we make it happen?”
“Again, easy. All I need to do is have Esmeralda contact the people I want and tell them to start getting it ready. They could have everything loaded up and on the way here within a day or two, if you okay it.”
Noah looked at him for a couple of seconds, then nodded once. “Do it,” he said. “Now, let’s look at the offices. I’m going to need a briefing room.”
* * *
Marco, Cody and the ladies spent most of the afternoon looking at various vehicles, and finally settled on a pair of Mercedes G-Class SUVs and another pair of Ford Ranger double cab pickup trucks. The salesman almost fell out of his chair when Marco handed over a platinum card to pay for all of them, but the sale went through without a hitch. The total came to just under three hundred thousand pounds, and they made an interesting convoy heading back toward Guildford. Marco, who was more familiar with the route, took the lead in the Bentley while Esmeralda and Cody followed with the two pickups. Jenny and Renée brought up the rear with the SUVs, and they kept in contact through their subcoms.
“Jenny to Marco,” Marco heard, and he acknowledged the call. “I don’t know about everybody else, but I’m getting hungry.”
“Yeah, I could eat something,” Marco replied. “What about the rest of you?”
Cody and Renée answered quickly that they were also ready for some dinner, and then Marco was surprised when Esmeralda agreed. She had been fitted with a subcom shortly after they had arrived in England, although Wally had had to make hers a little different. The ones in the living team members were powered by the natural electricity of their bodies, and Wally had been forced to modify Esmeralda’s to draw its power from the diamond batteries that kept her energized.
“Esmeralda?” Marco asked, grinning. “Are you trying to say you’re actually hungry?”
“I don’t get hungry for food, but I do need to take in water fairly often, to keep my mouth and eyes moist. I’m running a little low at the moment, so a lunch break would give me a chance to replenish.”
Marco shrugged to himself. “Okay,” he said. “There’s a little restaurant about fifteen minutes ahead. We can stop there.”
Neil had contacted the local Internet company and arranged for a fiber-optic network to be installed the following morning. Since that was done so easily, he had decided not to wait till the next morning to go after the mobile homes; he took the Jaguar into London and found the mobile home dealer Noah had told him about. He had walked into the office and told the salesman that he wanted to purchase eight units, which earned him a chuckle from the others working there.
“Really, now?” the salesman said, while the ladies in the office grinned. “Eight of them, you say? And have you decided which ones just yet?”
“Well, no,” Neil said. “I’d like to take a look before I choose any.”
The salesman scowled. “Bloody hell,” he said. “It’d be bloody nice to get through a day without some wanker trying to play silly buggers with us. Go on, then, go back and tell your mates that we didn’t fall for it. Think we don’t have better things to do with our time than play games with the kiddies? Off with you, now, we have real work to do around here.”
Neil’s eyes went wide as he stared at the man. “I don’t think you understand,” Neil said. “I’m very serious, I need to buy eight of your trailers today, and I need them delivered out by Guildford.”
“What did I say?” the salesman said, glaring at Neil. “What are you, maybe eleventh year? Bloody high school kids, always trying to prank us, do you think we’re not getting used to it by now? I don’t know who keeps putting you blokes up to this, but we’ve had enough, we have.”
Neil stared at him for a couple more seconds, then took a couple of steps toward him. “Look,” he said. “Here’s my card. Check it out and see what its limit is, and then get off your lazy ass and show me these trailers. You got that?”
Something in his demeanor made the salesman pause, and a second later he reached out and took the platinum card that Neil was holding out to him. He looked closely at it, saw that it was a business card from the Royal Bank of London, and had Neil’s photograph on it. He looked from the card to Neil, then swiped it through a reader and entered the code to check the credit limit.
Ten seconds later, his eyes wide and round, he handed the card back and got to his feet. He quickly straightened his tie and put on his biggest smile.
“Right you are then, good sir,” he said. “Eight of them, you say? Well, let me show you the best examples we have on the lot.”
Neil huffed, but followed the man out of the office trailer and onto the lot.
Each of the models on display was set up with furnishings in place, to show what they would be like if someone were actually living in them. Appliances came with them automatically, so Neil turned to the salesman again.
“Does all this furniture come with it?” he asked.
The salesman grinned. “Well, no, sir,” he said. “These are just for display, but I can certainly tell you where to get the best deals, if you like.”
Neil glanced around the trailer they were standing in. “I got a better idea,” he said. “All this stuff is new, right?”
“Well, of course, sir. We want to show it with quality furnishings, don’t we, now?”
“Then just add the furniture on and I’ll take them the way they are. I don’t have time to go looking for furniture, and you can just order new stuff.”
The salesman sputtered for a moment, then began calculating the additional profits he could pad onto the furniture prices. His frown turned over and became a smile, and he assured Neil that this would not be a problem. An hour later Neil had made his selections, the card had been processed and the salesman was frantically calling every transport truck driver he could find.
“Right, sir, I’ve got them all lined up, now. All the drivers should be here and hooked up by five o’clock, so it would be my pleasure to take you to tea, if you would.”
“Tea?” Neil glanced at his phone to check the time and saw that it was almost four. “Yeah, tea is good.” He had learned quickly that, with tea, there were always cookies available.
* * *
Molly and Sarah had the easiest job that day, simply going shopping at some of the grocery and department stores in Guildford. Between them, they loaded the van down with sets of dishes, pots and pans, silverware, cooking utensils, brooms and mops and cleaning supplies, and then Sarah called Neil to find out about what size beds the trailers would have before buying sheets and extra bedding.
By the time they were finished, it was getting close to dinnertime, so they headed back toward Feeney Manor.
“This has been fun,” Molly said as she drove. “You and I need to get out and do things together more often.”
Sarah smiled. “Fine by me,” she said. “I never used to like shopping, but it’s been growing on me a lot lately. Noah thinks I’m going a little overboard on stuff for the baby, but I just want to be prepared, you know what I mean?”
“I can imagine,” Molly said. “If I ever have kids, I’m sure I’ll be the same way.”
“You just have to find the right guy,” Sarah said. “I’ll be honest, I never thought I’d ever be a mother. I mean, even before I got in trouble and ended up with our outfit, I never thought I’d be able to settle down enough to actually raise kids. Now, though? I can’t imagine not wanting kids, not looking forward to being a mommy.”
Molly smiled. “Well, it looks good on you. I wouldn’t mind having kids someday, but I’ve always been about my education and my career, up until now.” She scrunched her nose and her smile turned playful. “Cody’s kinda cute. I don’t suppose you know if he has a girlfriend back home?”
“I don’t think so,” Sarah said. “A little interested, are you?”
“Maybe a little,” Molly said shyly. “I’m just not sure how he’d feel about me, you know?”
Sarah grinned. “Well, let’s see.” She ticked off points on her finger. “He’s male, he’s single, every other woman here with us, except you, is taken and Esmeralda doesn’t count, he’s a couple years older than you but not that much, he knows it would be a mistake to get into any kind of relationship outside of our group and he hasn’t gone anywhere alone since we got here. Personally, I think you have a pretty good chance.”
Molly rolled her eyes. “Gee, you almost make it sound like I’m the consolation prize. Okay, I take your point. I’ve just never been any good at initiating any kind of romantic situation. The only actual boyfriends I ever had were too intimidated by my brains to stick around more than a few dates.”
“Now you’re making excuses. Look at Neil and Jenny; those two are as opposite in every possible way as any couple can get, but they make it work. He’s a genius, she’s a psychopath; he’s extremely tall, she’s extremely short; he spends a week crying any time he has to hurt anybody, and up until lately she’s been ready to kill at the drop of a hat. If they can make a relationship work, then you can.”
“Okay, okay,” Molly said, “I’ll—I’ll think about it. I just wish he’d make the first move.”
* * *
Noah had supervised the construction of the trailer spaces and the road that would lead to them while Wally kept an eye on the electricians and plumbers who were connecting everything to the power and water supplies of the building. Along with Charles, the construction foreman, they had mapped it out in such a way that each of the new mobile homes would have privacy from the others, and a trenching device had already cut a path for the electrical, water and sewer lines. The electrical cables and water lines had been laid and buried within an hour, a total of twenty-three truckloads of gravel had been brought in and spread, and another crew was now assembling the eight-inch sewer line, burying each section as it was completed.
Since everyone was busy and didn’t have time to stop for dinner, Molly and Sarah had made a couple of plates and brought them out for Noah and Wally. The four of them sat on the tailgate of the truck while the two men ate, and it was only a short time later that Marco arrived with his convoy of vehicles. They were parked inside the factory building, which was for the moment not much more than a big, empty garage, and then Noah and Wally took all of them on a quick tour of the new residential area.
Noah’s phone rang as they were finishing up.
“This is Travis,” Noah said, using his British cover identity.
“Hey, Boss,” Neil said. “I’m about fifteen minutes out, and I’m leading a convoy of trailers. Where do you want us to put them when we get there?”
“We’re basically ready for them,” Noah said. “After you come in the main gate, you’ll see a gravel road leading off from the parking lot. Follow that toward the trees and it’ll lead to the individual spaces where they can put the trailers.”
“Okay, see you in a few.”
Noah put the phone away and then cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Charlie! Trailers coming in just a few minutes.”
The foreman shot him a thumbs-up sign, then began issuing orders over his walkie-talkie. The equipment operators got the machinery out of the way and the work crews stood back. Each of the trailer spaces had been leveled with gravel, and the only other sign of their existence was the wiring and plumbing connections that stuck up through it.
The sound of diesel engines echoed over the land and then Neil turned into the main entrance in the Jaguar. Behind him, as he had said, eight heavy trucks pulled in one after another and followed the little sports car as it crossed the big parking lot and turned onto the gravel road that led toward the wooded copse.
Noah, Wally and the rest stood and watched as the trailers passed them by, the entire convoy staying behind the Jaguar until the last of the trailers had entered the area. One by one, the trucks stopped in front of the graveled spaces and began backing the trailers into place.
The entire operation went as smoothly as they could have hoped for. The drivers were sharp and it was literally only a matter of half an hour before each trailer had been backed into its own spot and the setup crews were strapping them down to anchors that screwed into the ground. Charlie’s people moved in to begin connecting the wiring and plumbing as the delivery crews were still tightening those metal straps, ensuring that the trailers would remain where they were even in high winds.
During that process, Noah took Neil and everyone else inside the building and showed them the area he’d chosen for the briefing room.
“Neil, I’m counting on you to get it set up properly. I’m sure Molly can tell you what she’ll need as far as computers and video equipment.”
“No problem,” Neil said. “Remember all the stuff I set up in the video conferencing room back at the mansion? We’ll bring all that out tomorrow and install it, and I think that’ll do everything we need.”
Molly nodded. “I agree, it should serve nicely.”
Noah nodded. “Wally knows what he wants and will start making those arrangements this evening, and I’ll leave setting up our offices to you two. Don’t worry about making things look like it was back in Neverland, just make it functional. We need to be able to get back to work within a couple of days, and the sooner this is all set up, the better.”
The rest of the day went smoothly. Within an hour, each of the trailers had power and water connected, and Charlie came looking for Noah.
“All finished but for the sewer line and putting in the decks and skirting ’round the trailers,” he said. “I’ve told my lads to be out here in the morning by seven, so we should be finished up by midday. That all right with you, sir?”
“That’ll be fine, Charlie,” Noah said. “Our first people won’t be coming in until the day after tomorrow, so it should all be done by the time we get them here.”
“Right you are, sir. Only I hope you will remember us, should you need more work done.” He held out a hand and Noah took it firmly.
“I’m sure there will be more work coming your way, Charlie,” Noah said. “In fact, I may have some work at Feeney Manor in the near future, as well.”
“It’d be our pleasure, sir,” Charlie said. He shook Noah’s hand once more, and then whistled loudly. He and his workers climbed into their vehicles and were gone a moment later.
“It’s been a good day, folks,” Noah said. “Everyone ready to head back to the estate?”
“Gosh, yes,” Sarah said. “I haven’t been on my feet this long in weeks. I need to lie down.”
“All right, let’s head back, then. Tomorrow’s going to be an even bigger day.”
No one seemed to object, so they climbed into their vehicles and headed back to Feeney Manor.
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As usual, Thomas was waiting for them on the front steps when they began to arrive. Since all of them would be leaving again in the morning, the vehicles were left in the circle drive, all but the Jaguar. The little roadster had no top, and it was likely to rain during the night, so Neil put it away in the barn.
Beatrice had supper ready when they arrived, but they all took the time for a quick shower and change of clothes before entering the dining hall. They’d already learned that Beatrice had some magical power when it came to keeping food hot without letting it burn or dry out, and the roast pork that she put on the table in front of them was as succulent as any they had ever had. All of them ate heartily, and then they headed over to the Great Hall for an evening of relaxation.
For some of them, however, relaxation was only camouflage. Wally and Esmeralda were huddled to one side of the room, speaking in low whispers as Wally chose the equipment he wanted shipped from back home. Esmeralda could send the necessary messages directly to his former staff members, and most of them responded immediately. Within an hour, they had promised to get everything loaded into a couple of cargo planes and to then be packed and ready to leave themselves within twenty-four hours.
* * *
As soon as breakfast was finished the following morning, everyone headed over to the new building to get started on various projects. Molly and Renée were going to Guildford to purchase office furniture, Esmeralda and Jenny were going to help Neil set up all of the electronic equipment, while Wally, Marco and Cody started cleaning up the rest of the building. It had been empty for some time, so there were a number of old mattresses and lots of other trash lying around.
In fact, there were so many signs of illicit teenager presence that Wally insisted they look for how the kids might have gotten in. There were a couple of broken windows in the office section, he knew, but some of the areas where the detritus of youthful hangouts had collected were places that were sealed off. Careful searching, however, revealed a few doors with broken latches, and some of them led to the outside. Marco made a note of what was necessary to fix them and headed into town, and a couple of hours later the building was as secure as it could be.
Charlie’s people had shown up right on schedule, and by the time they broke for lunch, each of the trailers had a deck going all the way around it, with a picket-fence-type railing. Stairs had been installed and everything properly connected, so Noah shook Charlie’s hand and promised to call soon with more work.
They spent the rest of the day getting all of the office furniture and equipment set up, dealing with the telephone people who came in to set up the new system and the internet company Neil had arranged to set up the high-speed connectivity and servers that would be housed in the building. By the time dinner was ready, they were all back at the Manor and ready to relax.
* * *
The following morning was going to be extremely busy for everyone, and they talked about all that still needed to be done as they ate breakfast. Neil and Molly were going to be concentrating on the electronics once again, including installing Wi-Fi for the mobile homes. Marco would be working with Wally and Esmeralda to make sure the new R&D area was secure.
Sarah’s appointment was at ten thirty, so Noah had stayed home with her after breakfast. When it was time to go, he brought the Ford Transit van they used for a people carrier to the front of the house, then helped Sarah get inside before they headed into London.
Doctor Mahindra was smiling and efficient when Sarah arrived for her appointment, and they were quickly taken back to an exam room. Noah accompanied Sarah for the examination, including an ultrasound that the doctor said would help them prepare for the impending birth. The ultrasound was a necessity, the doctor said, and then she asked if they were already aware of the baby’s gender.
“No,” Sarah said. “We decided we wanted to wait and be surprised.”
“Oh, really,” said the doctor with a smile. “Well, in that case, we will keep the monitor turned away from you. At this stage, it would probably be difficult to miss.”
The technician obediently turned the monitor away and then began moving the transducer across Sarah’s belly. Both she and the doctor were watching the monitor closely, and both of them were smiling.
“Oh, the baby is looking very good,” Doctor Mahindra said. “Everything looks wonderful, I don’t think we’re going to have any trouble with the birth.” She suddenly leaned closer and looked at the monitor intently. “Tell me, Sarah, have you been feeling anything strange the last couple of days?”
“Other than feeling like a hippopotamus out of water?” Sarah quipped. “Not really strange, but I have felt a lot of lower back pain. Why? Is something wrong?”
The doctor looked up and smiled at her. “Nothing is wrong,” she said. “However, as I watch the monitor, I see that you are having contractions. Did you not yet realize it?”
Sarah blinked. “Well, no, I guess not. I thought it was just muscle cramping. Are you telling me I’m in labor?”
“No, no, these are preliminary contractions. Your uterus is simply flexing, but all is well. The baby is moving into the proper position for birth, but I suspect that you will be celebrating her arrival a bit sooner than you expected.” She turned to the technician and there was a quickly whispered conference, then she looked back at Sarah. “I would expect the baby to be born within the next few days. Are you ready for that?” She smiled.
“Doctor, I’ve been ready for the last three months,” Sarah said.
Noah looked at the doctor. “We live almost an hour and a half away. Do I need to be concerned about getting her here in time?”
“Oh, no,” the doctor said, still smiling. “This is her first baby, yes? You should have plenty of time. Just remember to come to the hospital when you feel certain that contractions are steady, and less than ten minutes apart. By the time you get here, she should actively be in labor and the actual birth process can begin.”
The doctor spoke with them for a few minutes longer, and then the appointment was over. Sarah got dressed again, and they left the doctor’s office. Noah made a point of driving to the hospital, just to be certain he would know exactly where to go when the time came.
“I guess that’s the emergency entrance,” he said, pointing at the doors. “We’ll go in there, and I’m sure they’ll tell us what to do after that.”
“How are you feeling?” Sarah asked. She was holding his hand as he drove, and he turned to look at her.
“Feeling? I feel fine, why?”
She chuckled. “Because you’re about to become a daddy,” she said. “I know you were planning on going out on the mission, but I’m hoping you’re going to stay with me, especially now that Ralph is going to be here. He can handle it, don’t you think?”
“He’s going to have to,” Noah said. “I’m not going anywhere. Mission or no mission, I’m not going to miss being there for the birth of my child.”
Sarah broke into a large smile. “You don’t know how happy I am to hear you say that,” she said. “I’ll be honest, I’ve been terrified the whole time that the baby was going to come while you were out on a mission. I thought I could stop worrying about it when we were sent here, but then that message came, and… Noah, I don’t think I could handle going through this without you.”
“You could,” Noah said, “but you won’t have to. I’m staying right here, and when the time comes to take you to the hospital, I’ll be driving.”
“Can’t say I mind that,” Sarah said. “At least I know you won’t panic on the way.”
Noah picked up her hand and kissed it. “I’ll take care of you,” he said. “Now, let’s go have lunch.”
“That sounds like a plan,” Sarah said. “The kid and I are both starving.”
Noah drove them to a restaurant they had discovered during an earlier trip to London, and helped Sarah inside. The restaurant claimed to specialize in American-style food, but their take on some familiar American dishes was rather different. Noah had found that their London broil was considerably better than what he was able to get back home, and Sarah had declared the salmon to be the best she had ever eaten anywhere. Both of them ordered their favorites and sat back to wait for the food to be delivered.
They were chatting about the typical things expectant parents often discussed, such as baby names and nursery décor. Noah told her the nursery was her department, and she could do whatever she wanted with it. There was a room off their suite that was originally meant to be a walk-in closet, but was large enough to become the nursery. Sarah planned to decorate it in a Disney theme, but she had yet to decide which one.
The biggest discussion was about names. “If it’s a girl,” Sarah said, “I’d like to give her a name that won’t make people expect too much of her.”
Noah’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
“Oh, you know,” she said. “If you name a girl Heather or Veronica or anything fancy like that, people naturally expect her to be beautiful and graceful, and not every kid is. A girl with a name like that who turns out to be chubby and not exactly gorgeous gets picked on. Give her a name like Jane or Susan, and she can be as plain as day and no one thinks anything of it. I don’t want to handicap her by giving her a name that will cause people to have expectations.”
“What if you give her a simple name, but then she turns out to be beautiful? Won’t that have a negative impact?”
Sarah shook her head. “No, not really. Then people just say how lovely she is, and they don’t think anything of it.”
Noah looked at her for a moment, then shrugged. “I’ll be the first to admit I don’t understand such things,” he said. “I think perhaps I had best let you decide on the names.”
Sarah grinned. “Okay,” she said. “Then I was thinking of Noah, Junior if it’s a boy, or Noette if it’s a girl.”
Noah nodded. “If those are the ones you choose, that’s fine with me.”
Sarah feigned an aghast expression. “What? You’re not even going to argue?”
Noah’s eyebrows went up. “Argue about what? I told you I’d leave it up to you.”
Sarah chuckled, unable to keep up the pretense. “I’m only kidding, Noah. I was actually thinking of naming him Donald if it’s a boy, after Donald Jefferson. If it’s a girl, I was thinking of calling her Julia, after your mother.”
Once again, Noah shrugged. “Okay,” he said. “I like those, too.”
“Oh, you’re too easy! You’re supposed to argue with me, give me some ideas of your own.”
Noah looked at her for a moment, then leaned his head to one side. “William if it’s a boy, and Sarah if it’s a girl.”
“Sweet, but no on the girl,” Sarah said. “I had to live with that name, remember? Where did you get William?”
“Off the top of my head,” Noah said. “You wanted me to make suggestions, so I did.”
She threw a napkin at him. “Sometimes you’re no fun.”
Their food arrived and they settled in to eat, taking their time since they were not in a hurry. Heathrow Airport was only a half hour’s drive away, so Noah wasn’t concerned about being late. When they finished, he lingered over an extra cup of coffee and then they made their exit.
Because of Sarah’s condition, Noah insisted she wait in the van while he went into the airport to find the arriving team. They had arrived at the same time the flight was supposed to be touching down, and he stationed himself as close to the arrival gate for the flight as he could.
Almost ten minutes later, Ralph Morgan appeared, followed by the rest of his team. Noah stepped out where he could be seen and waved a hand, and Ralph broke into a smile.
“Noah!” Ralph said. “I didn’t know you were planning to meet us yourself.”
“I had to come into the city anyway,” Noah said. “It just made sense. Go gather your bags, and then I’ll bring the van up so you can load everything without having to carry it half a mile.”
“Yes, sir,” Ralph said. They headed toward the baggage claim area while Noah went to fetch the van. By the time he got back, they were waiting in the loading area. Tommy Kelly threw open the back doors and they loaded all their baggage, then climbed in through the side door and found seats.
“Good to see you again, Boss,” Ralph said. “Hey, Mrs. Wolf.”
“Hi, Ralph,” Sarah said, turning in her seat so she could look at them. “I never met the rest of your team, you want to make the introductions?”
“Sure. This is Diana, Tommy, JC and Benny. Guys, you all know Noah, but this is his wife, Mrs. Wolf.”
“It’s just Sarah,” Sarah said with a friendly grin. “Mrs. Wolf makes me sound old.”
“Good to meet you, Sarah,” Diana said. “So, we’re really going back to work? I was starting to worry that we’d been forgotten.”
“We are,” Noah said as he put the van in gear and pulled away. “We’re just doing it as independents, now, but we’re getting geared up for whatever we have to do.”
“Independent? You mean, like, we really are going rogue?” Benny asked. “I’ll admit to wanting a paycheck, but I don’t know if I want it that bad.”
“Don’t worry, we’re not actually going out on our own. With what’s going on back home, we just have to keep our existence even more secret now than ever before. We still take our orders from DC, but they get relayed through the British intelligence services. In fact, we have a mission in the works right now, and you will probably be heading right back to the US within a couple of days.”
“Oh, man,” Ralph said. “I hate flying, and especially over water. Isn’t there somebody else you can send?”
“No, you’re it. Until the need arises, I’m only bringing two teams on right now, yourselves and Aladdin. He won’t get here until tomorrow, so you’re going to get the briefing.”
Ralph let out a sigh. “Okay, whatever,” he said. “Who’s the target?”
“A US Senator,” Noah said. “She’s been part of the problem that ended up exposing our organization, but things are in such an uproar that the White House is worried about a constitutional crisis if she and her compatriots are exposed as traitors and manage to reveal even more secret information. You’re going to set up an accident, a fatal one.”
“Wow, a woman? I haven’t had a woman target before.”
“You can do it, Ralph,” Diana said. “Just pretend she’s me—you want to kill me every now and then.”
Ralph turned to stare at her. “No, I don’t,” he said. “What could make you think that?”
“The look you give me every time I turn you down,” she said. Tommy and Benny both snickered, but Ralph scowled.
“Okay, all of you just shut up,” he said. He turned to look at Sarah. “Ignore them, Sarah—they love picking on me because they’re all older than me. I think they hate the fact they have to take orders from a kid.”
“That’s not it,” Diana said. “We just think you’re a goofball, that’s all.”
She caught Sarah’s eye and winked, and Sarah couldn’t hold back a chuckle. Having served with Noah on his team, she knew how important that level of friendship and mutual teasing could be. It was a way to avoid the tensions that could develop between people who perform such stressful duties.
“Hey,” she said a moment later. “Noah has a surprise for you all. Wait till you see what he’s been up to the last couple days.”
“What?” Ralph asked. “Come on, I hate surprises.”
“I brought Wally with me when I came over here,” Noah said. “Because we are being reactivated, we went out and bought a building to use as our new R&D. It’ll be disguised as a high-tech manufacturing facility, but it’s real purpose is to keep the special tools and weapons coming. We went out yesterday and got housing set up for you guys, bringing in some mobile homes for you to live in.”
“Trailers?” Tommy asked. “You don’t mean those little dinky ones, do you?”
“No,” Noah said. “I sent Neil into London to buy some very nice ones, the kind with two or three bedrooms. They were installed yesterday and they look quite decent.”
Sarah nodded. “They do, they’re very nice,” she said. “I think you’re going to like them.”
“Okay, that won’t be so bad. I lived in one of those little silvery ones once, it was a pain in the butt. The whole bathroom became the shower, it was that small.”
“I arranged for basic necessities, like cleaning supplies, bedding, basic dishes and cooking utensils, things like that,” Noah said. “You’ll still need to stock up on groceries and anything particular that interests you. We’ll be stopping at a couple of stores today, so you can get whatever you want. If you think of something later, we have some vehicles that you can use.”
Ralph chuckled. “Sounds like you thought of everything,” he said. “You said this place is going to be a factory of some kind?”
“Yes. Wally has come up with designs for some improved household appliances, and will be marketing them worldwide. That’ll keep everything looking normal, but the research and development department will actually be staffed by some of his own people from back at Neverland. Arrangements are already being made, so they’ll be here before long, probably just a matter of a few days. Team Aladdin will also be coming in tomorrow, and they’ll be staying there on site along with you guys. As far as anyone knows, you guys are executives with the company, which is why you get premium housing on site. Molly will set it all up over the next couple of days, but Wally’s people will be living in town.”
While they had been talking, Noah had driven toward one of the bigger shopping centers and made the turn into the parking lot.
“This is ASDA,” he said as he parked the van. “It’s about as close as you’ll get to a Walmart, and it’s actually owned by Walmart International Corporation.”
“Yeah,” Sarah said, “but it isn’t quite the same. I’m not sure why, but it just doesn’t feel like Walmart.”
“That’s not necessarily a bad thing,” Diana said. “Open the door, Ralph, let’s go shopping.”




SEVEN

ASDA might not have been the same as Walmart, but all four of them managed to find groceries and snacks and sundries that they wanted, and the back of the van was pretty well loaded by the time they left an hour and a half later. It was nearly 4:30 by the time they got back to Guildford, and Noah installed them in the first four mobile homes. Once they had put their things inside, they all gathered in Ralph’s trailer.
“This is a pretty nice setup,” JC said. JC was Jean-Charles Monet, a former French Special Forces soldier who had run afoul of a superior officer and ended up sentenced to life in prison for insubordination. He had known of E & E and managed to get word to Allison that he was available if she could get him out of Meaux-Chauconin prison, reputed to be the worst in all of France. After looking at his file, Allison decided to take him up on the offer, and arrangements were made for him to escape and get his new identity. He was the thug on Ralph’s team, and was very good at his job. “The wooded setting makes it rather serene.”
“That was the goal,” Noah said. “We wanted to give each of you a place to relax with some privacy, as well as security. We’ll be hiring security guards for the facility this week, as well, probably British ex-soldiers.”
“I like it here so far,” Ralph said. “You said we’re supposed to be some kind of executives with the factory? Does that mean we show up to a job over there every day?”
“We have an office suite set up over there,” Noah said, “along with a briefing room and such. You will probably be listed as salespeople, to account for why you’re often away on business. Of course, it also gives us a way to pay you, and Molly will get you set up with bank accounts and such things tomorrow morning. You can relax for the night, because we’ll be briefing you on your mission first thing tomorrow morning.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Ralph said. “See you tomorrow, boss man.”
Noah and Sarah got back into the van and headed for the estate. They arrived in plenty of time to get cleaned up for dinner, then joined everyone else in relaxing for the evening.
The following morning saw a lot of activity at the factory, as Noah learned what everyone else had been up to the day before. Molly had worked with Wally in arranging for Wally’s equipment and personnel to be brought over from Neverland. Neil had gotten the briefing room set up, then worked with Esmeralda to finished setting up the furniture and equipment, most of which had been delivered the previous afternoon. Marco, Cody, Renée and Jenny had taken care of a number of logistical details, such as setting up the employee break rooms, seeing that all required notices were in place, replacing the old telephone system with one that was digital and secure, and also installing new security cameras throughout the building. They were all gathered in the briefing room, where a large conference table and chairs had been set up, to fill Noah in on the details.
“I ended up having to call Catherine,” Molly said, “to make arrangements for a C-130 loaded with equipment to arrive. It should be in late tomorrow, landing at RAF Northolt in West London. In order to avoid excessive scrutiny, we made arrangements for a London trucking company, one that MI6 uses, to pick everything up and deliver it here the following day. Wally’s choice of personnel will arrive at Heathrow sometime tomorrow afternoon, and we already arranged for a bus to bring them out.”
“A bus?” Noah asked. “How many people did you bring over?”
“Only nineteen,” Wally said. “And I don’t mind telling you, it was hard to cut the list down that far. These are my top engineers and scientists, the people who come up with the best ideas.”
Noah nodded. “Okay, very good. Now, what about manufacturing equipment and such? We have to look like a working factory.”
“We ordered some general assembly line equipment,” Molly said, “as well as stamping and molding presses and the necessary dies. The dies would normally take a couple of weeks, but Wally was able to talk somebody into making them right away, so we will have them by the day after tomorrow. We found commercially available computers that can run the appliances, and Esmeralda has already written the first draft of the software. All of the components, including servos to control the actions of the appliances, are available off-the-shelf, so we ordered in a healthy supply. That means we’ll be ready to go into production as soon as the dies get here. They’ll be used to create the housing and framework for the appliances, and then it’s just a matter of putting all the various components into place. Everything on the production floor can be done by unskilled labor, and I’ve already spoken with the Guildford Business Forum, and they are absolutely overjoyed at the prospect of a couple of hundred new jobs being available.” She grinned. “They offered us a major tax break in return for taking new employees off their welfare rolls.”
“Very good,” Noah said. “That will help them, as well as making us look good. What else do we need to talk about this morning?”
“The rest of the office furniture and such will be delivered today,” Molly said. “We also ordered in some new computers, a double network system that ties into the mainframe Neil is designing. That will allow the regular employees to access everything they need, while our own people will have access to our own special network. The system will be highly secure and compartmentalized so that nobody on the production floor can open any of our secure files.”
“It’ll also be safe from outside attacks,” Neil said. “I got Esmeralda to help me design the encryption, based on some quantum computing algorithms she came up with. Her brain is the most advanced quantum computer in the world at the moment, as far as we know, and she built the system so that even she wouldn’t be able to break it. If she can’t, there’s no possibility that anyone else could.”
“Good work,” Noah said. “Now, is that everything? Any other factory-related business we need to discuss?”
“I think that covers it,” Wally said. “We’re just waiting for the rest of the goodies to arrive, and then we are in business.” He giggled again. “And I came up with a couple more products while you were gone yesterday. How about a robot chef? You simply put all of the necessary ingredients into specific compartments, and then it performs every task from preparation to delivering it to the table ready-to-eat. You can even program in your own preferred recipes, or just use the recipe database that we’ll include with it.”
Noah looked at him. “That doesn’t sound like something the average person could afford,” he said. “But I can imagine it going over in places like Silicon Valley.”
Wally shrugged. “Actually, it won’t cost that much. I’m also designing a bigger unit that could replace an entire kitchen staff in restaurants.”
“Yeah, and he’s going to put a lot of people out of work,” Marco said. “If Wally keeps going like he is, we may be the company that makes the human race become too lazy to survive. Somehow, I don’t think it would be good to automate everything.”
“I agree, but it makes a good cover,” Noah said. “Now, Molly, you have everything set up for Team Pegasus?”
Molly grinned and nodded. “I do,” she said.
Noah turned to Neil. “Tell them to come on in, please,” he said. Neil went to fetch them, and a moment later they sat down in chairs at the conference table.
Molly picked up a small device and pointed it at one of the big screens on the wall, and several photographs of a woman appeared.
“This is Senator Seraphina Mitchell,” she said. “After going through the NSA files that were sent to us, I can confirm that she is one of the two primary leaks that have been providing information about E & E to GW. That organization has gotten hold of enough information to confirm the existence of the agency, and even provided details of some of our previous missions to Tom Winston at Triple-N News. Noah, we got lucky in the fact that she never gave up your name, even though there’s no doubt she was aware of it. Allison has determined that Senator Mitchell was the woman who was using a voice changing system to impersonate her on the calls with Danielle. On those calls, she mentioned you by name more than once, although our analysis of the last few calls indicates that yours might be the only name she actually had. By eliminating her, we are closing a major security hole.”
“I’ve got a question,” Ralph said. “What if she had more information, but was keeping it quiet? It’s always possible there is a file that will suddenly be released if anything happens to her, right? What happens then?”
“Only those of us in this room, the Queen of England, Catherine Potts and a few people connected to her are aware of who we really are,” Noah said. “Other than us, the only other people who know any details about where we are and what we’re doing would be Allison and the president. From what Allison told us, no one else is being given any information at all that could lead to us here. By keeping it that close a secret, we feel pretty good about keeping a lid on it. As far as my own identity is concerned, here in the UK I am Travis Lightner. There shouldn’t be any great risk of that name being tied to E & E in any way.”
“So,” Ralph continued, “if your name gets out, it won’t be that big a deal?”
“Not really,” Noah said. “The only ones who ever use that name now are those of us in this room. Even Catherine Potts refers to me as Travis, and Allison makes no direct contact at all.”
“Okay, I just wondered.” Ralph looked closely at the monitor. “So she’s the target, right?”
“Yes,” Molly said, “and your mission is to arrange an accidental death, something that can be easily explained and won’t look suspicious. That means no conventional weapons will be employed; you can arrange a car accident, a mugging, just about anything else. The only criteria you have to adhere to is that there has to be a simple explanation the news media is going to buy.”
“Gee, that ought to be easy,” Diana said. “Does she have bodyguards or anything? Anybody we’re going to have to get out of the way before Ralph can make his move?”
“Not that we are aware of,” Molly said. “Senator Mitchell is from Florida, and not particularly concerned about her own personal security. That means she’s more accessible, but being limited to an accidental death scenario means it’s going to take some time and caution to complete this mission.”
“You mentioned mugging,” JC said. “What about that? Perhaps we could make it look like a robbery gone wrong?”
“That’s one possible scenario. I’m not necessarily saying it would be the best one, but it could be a viable option if nothing else presents itself.”
“Car accident,” Benny said. Benny was a former street racer who served as Ralph’s transportation officer. “I’m thinking of maybe a hit and run?”
“Again, potentially a viable option. Ralph is going to have to make the determination on how to handle the mission objective, but it needs to be accomplished rather quickly. We know that she’s scheduled to meet with Tom Winston, the reporter who does all the major exposés for Triple-N, again this weekend. According to NSA sources, she’s planning to drop some very damaging information into his hands. That gives you five days, and you’re going to lose one day just getting back to the States.”
“What about weapons and equipment when we get there?” Ralph asked. “With our agency being persona non grata, are we even going to be able to utilize any government resources?”
“Absolutely not,” Noah said. “However, Wally has some connections that will compensate. Wally?”
Wally leaned forward and put his elbows on the table, then looked at Ralph and giggled. “You’ll be going to DC, of course,” he said. “That means you’ll be walking into the espionage capital of the Western world. In your mission files you will find a couple of names and phone numbers, people you can contact when you arrive. They’ll be able to help you out with weapons and vehicles should you need them, and probably anything else you might want.”
“You also have another asset,” Noah said. He indicated Esmeralda, sitting at the other end of the table. “Esmeralda will be going along with you. She’ll be taking the other mission target, Senator Clark. He’s been working with Senator Mitchell on exposing E & E, and he’s just as dangerous to national security. Esmeralda will handle eliminating him, with Cody, Marco and Renée as her team.”
All of them looked at Esmeralda for a moment, then Ralph turned back to Noah. “Esmeralda? I mean, Boss, are you sure about this?”
“I am,” Noah said. “Esmeralda will be taking over as leader of Team Cinderella for now.”
There was an uncomfortable silence for a moment, and most of the people sitting at the table turned to glance at Jenny, who was sitting quietly at the opposite end. When she nodded and grinned, they all looked at one another, and then turned back to Noah.
“Okay,” Ralph said. “I can live with that, I guess.”
“I got a question,” Tommy said. “These guys are US Senators, right? Could it be they’re letting this information out because they think they’re doing the right thing?”
“I’m sure they do,” Noah said. “However, even senators are not above the law, no more than anyone else. There’s a reason certain things are classified as secret, top secret, and so forth. It’s because exposing those things to public scrutiny can damage not only public perception of our country, but also our own national security. For the past several years, E & E has been a major part of our national security effort, and this exposure has taken that away. It has put us in a position of having to resort to these kinds of tactics just to keep protecting our country, and this means we are no longer protected by the intelligence community back home. The way things are now, we can only move on the most important missions, which will leave a number of security holes that our enemies could exploit.”
“But we’re still here,” Ralph said. “Maybe we have to do things a little differently, but we’re still on the job.”
“The situation is very different,” Molly said. “Whereas we were officially sanctioned by the administration in the past, any of us who get caught now would be considered rogue agents. We have no official government standing anywhere in the world; we are strictly on our own. That means we have to be even more careful not to get caught, because there is absolutely no possibility of any diplomatic solution.” She turned and glanced at Noah, then looked at Ralph again. “Of course, we all know how Noah feels about that situation. He’s never left anyone out in the cold before, and I don’t believe he would now. That doesn’t change the fact that we are under an entirely different set of rules today than we were just a couple of months ago.”
Ralph nodded, then turned to Noah. “Okay,” he said. “So we have to figure out how to handle this one, and it has to be done soon. When do we leave?”
“Our airplane is sitting at Heathrow, a Gulfstream 650,” Noah said. “I’ll have it fueled and ready to leave first thing tomorrow morning, a nonstop flight to Dulles. Once you arrive in DC, you’ll make contact with Wally’s people to get personal weapons only, then begin your surveillance of Senator Mitchell. Esmeralda and her team will do likewise with Senator Clark. Remember that while both senators must be eliminated, there can be absolutely no connection between their deaths. Both of them have to look like random events.”
“I have a question,” Jenny said. She had been sitting quietly throughout the entire meeting, but now she waved a hand in the air. “On our last mission, one of Wally’s people gave me and Aladdin some capsules that can be used to cause a heart attack. I still have mine; wouldn’t that be a better way to take these people out?” She reached into a pocket and withdrew two small plastic boxes. “There’s an antidote, as well, just in case something goes wrong.”
Molly looked at her. “I had forgotten about those,” she said. “We’re not allowed to bring Wally’s biological people over here because the UK has extremely strict laws against such things, so it slipped my mind.” She looked at Noah. “What do you think? Those might be the best way to take out both of them, since it’s undetectable. I doubt anyone would be terribly suspicious if they both had heart attacks, simply because of the stress of their jobs.”
Noah nodded. “An excellent suggestion,” he said. “Wally? Your opinion?”
“I remember those,” Wally said. “Roscoe said you can drop one into a drink or mix it into food, or you can pop one on your hand and simply touch the target with it. Of course, you have to take an antidote capsule before that, and if I remember correctly you have to bite it, make sure it bursts in your mouth. The drug does something to the vagus nerve that causes the heart to race out of control until it stops, but then it’s completely absorbed and breaks down in the body, so there’s no trace left to discover in a toxicology report. I think it’s an excellent idea, Noah.”
“Give one capsule and an antidote to Ralph, and another to Esmeralda. She won’t need the antidote, but this is probably the best plan. Ralph, I’m sure you can find some excuse to meet Senator Mitchell and shake hands with her, so try to use it that way.” He looked at Jenny again. “How long before it takes effect?”
Jenny licked her lips. “All the guy said was that it would take a few minutes,” she said. “I’d suggest Ralph gets away from her as quickly as possible after deploying it.”
“Agreed,” Noah said. “Ralph, if for any reason you are unable to use this method, you’ll have to find a way to stage an accident. Esmeralda, I’m certain you can find a way to use this with Senator Clark.”
“Yes,” Esmeralda said. “Since I will be seducing him, I can hold the capsule in my mouth until he kisses me. That should be sufficient, shouldn’t it?”
Wally giggled. “The kiss of death,” he said. “Just remember to limit the moisture in your mouth—you don’t want the pill to dissolve too quickly. It loses potency in about fifteen minutes, so make sure your mouth is dry until you’re ready for that kiss.”
“I had thought of that,” Esmeralda said. “I don’t see a problem.”
“It’s settled, then,” Noah said. “All of you will leave on our airplane in the morning. After you have both completed your missions, report in and we’ll arrange your return flight.”
“Yes, Boss,” Ralph said.




EIGHT

“Now, let’s get back to factory business,” Noah said. “We need to establish hiring procedures for the production floor, and we should probably get started on taking applications and interviewing potential employees. Where are we on that?”
“I took the liberty,” Molly said, “of placing help wanted ads in the local newspaper, and posting them on the community website. The ones on the website are already generating responses, but the newspaper won’t come out until this afternoon.”
“Let’s take a look at those responses,” Noah said. “Who’s going to be the personnel manager?”
“I’ll take that job,” Jenny said. “I mean, if you want me to.”
Noah looked at her for a second, then shook his head. “No, I think I prefer to have you as head of security,” he said. “You handled enough missions to have an eye for weaknesses in security, so that would probably be the best place for you. For personnel, I’m thinking that Molly should keep the job for now, at least until we can hire someone who is actually qualified.”
“I’m okay with that,” Molly said. “Is it okay to start scheduling interviews with the people who have sent in their resumes?”
“I think the sooner, the better,” Noah said. “We need to establish certain positions, such as foremen, as quickly as we can and get them filled. They can spend time with Wally learning about the products we’ll be manufacturing, so they can start to plan out the assembly lines and such.” He turned to Wally. “How many different sections will be in the production facilities?”
“I’m planning one assembly line for each of the products,” Wally said. “One for the Laundry Lady, one for Fred the Folder and one for Charlotte the Chef. I think that’s…”
“Okay, okay, I have to interrupt,” Marco said. “Wally, we love you to pieces, but those names just aren’t going to cut it. You don’t really plan to call them that, do you?”
Wally’s face went blank and he stared at Marco. “What’s wrong with my names?”
“To be perfectly honest,” Molly said, “I don’t really think they’re going to lend themselves to marketing. I was actually going to bring this up to you myself, I just hadn’t planned on doing it in front of everybody. Don’t you think we can find something better to call them?”
Wally shrugged. “Okay, so names haven’t always been my strong suit,” he said. “Anybody got any better ideas?”
“Can’t be too hard to come up with some,” Marco said. “Come on, some of you guys must have some ideas, right?”
Sarah, who was sitting behind Noah and being surprisingly quiet, slowly raised a hand into the air. “I might have some suggestions,” she said softly. “Wally, I don’t mean any disrespect, but couldn’t we call the laundry machine something like ‘Laundromatic,’ or ‘Laundromax’? I think one of those might sound better.”
“I like the second one,” Marco said. “Laundromax, that has a zing to it. What about the folding machine, Sarah? What would you call that?”
She grinned, watching Wally’s reaction. “I was thinking maybe you could call it a Personal Valet?”
“I like both of those,” Wally said. He giggled. “I nominate Sarah for naming committee!”
“I second that,” Marco said. “How about the cooking gizmo?”
Smiling, Sarah said, “Smart Chef. I mean, you’ve got smartphones and smart TVs and smart everything else, right? Why not a Smart Chef?”
Noah looked at his wife. “I think you just got yourself a job,” he said. “Wally can tell you about his brainstorms and you can come up with names for them.”
“And I can get the website fixed in a hurry,” Neil said. “Geez, I’m so glad somebody brought that up.” He opened the laptop on the table in front of him and began typing furiously. Within a matter of seconds he looked up and grinned. “Done,” he said. “Laundromax, Personal Valet and Smart Chef are now listed as ‘Coming Soon’ products on the website.”
“Very good,” Noah said. “Now, Molly, go ahead and start scheduling interviews for this afternoon. We need to concentrate on making this a viable operation, or at least to give that appearance to the rest of the world. It doesn’t matter if it actually makes money, as long as it gives us a cover for our real purposes.”
“Do you need us to stick around?” Diana asked. “If we are leaving in the morning, I’d like to go and get a few things.”
“That’s fine,” Noah said. “Neil will drive all of you to Heathrow in the morning. Plan on leaving about six a.m.”
“That means everybody needs to be up and ready before then,” Neil said. “Get everything packed up tonight, so we don’t have to waste any time in the morning.”
* * *
The rest of the day was spent in preparing for the launch of the factory, and they were surprised in the early afternoon by a visit from the Guildford Council. Angela Rosehaven, the chairwoman of the council, insisted on taking a tour of the facility, and on being escorted by none other than Travis Lightner, himself.
“I’ve heard so much about you,” she gushed as Noah led her through the buildings. The rest of the council was following, and Wally had come along to answer specific questions about the manufacturing process they would be employing. “Your butler, Thomas, is an old friend of my family. He has been boasting about the wonderful Americans who purchased Feeney Manor for the last year or more. May I ask what brought you to Surrey?”
“Actually, I think it was our financial advisor who stumbled across the place,” Noah said. “Our website had made some ridiculous amounts of money, and we needed to spend it quickly to keep our tax brackets down. Buying the estate seemed like a good idea from a financial perspective, and when we came to visit, we fell in love with the place.”
“Well, we are fortunate that you have decided to expand your business here locally,” she said. “While our economy is in fairly good condition, we can certainly use the additional employment opportunities. I understand you will be hiring as many as two hundred people?”
“I think we’d better double that,” Wally said from behind them. “We’ll be adding a couple of extra assembly lines, and running three shifts a day is going to mean a lot of people on the job.”
“Oh, how wonderful,” Angela said. “And will you be doing all of your hiring locally?”
“Actually, Mr. Lawson is bringing some of the engineers he’s worked with previously to handle the development departments. They should be arriving over the next few days, and we’ll be helping them get settled in housing in town.”
“Splendid, splendid,” Angela said. “And will that be all that you will be importing? Forgive my curiosity, but it’s been rather difficult of late to bring decent jobs to the area.”
“I can understand that,” Noah said. “And I’m sure we’ll be adding more in the not-too-distant future—Mr. Lawson has a tendency to be rather prolific when it comes to imagining new devices. Of course, a lot depends on finding the right people for our management positions. We have brought in a few for the highest levels, but we prefer to hire our managers and foremen from within the local population.” He leaned toward her conspiratorially. “I know that we are trying to find someone to handle the personnel division, if you happen to think of a potential candidate. Please feel free to have them ask for me directly.”
“Oh, I certainly shall. As a matter of fact, I know that my sister’s husband is looking for a new position. He was previously the manager of human resources at Derby Shire Foods.”
“Then please have him give us a call,” Noah said. “That sounds like the kind of experience we’re looking for.” He took a pen and a piece of paper out of a pocket and quickly wrote down the phone number for the office, the one that Neil had given him only an hour earlier. “This is our main number; just tell him to ask the receptionist to put him through to me.”
“Mr. Lightner, I don’t know how to thank you. I’m certain that Milford will be a wonderful employee.”
“I’m looking forward to meeting him,” Noah said. “I’m sure we’ll all be happy to have him take over those responsibilities as soon as possible.”
A few of the other council members were happy to recommend potential employees as well, and in each case Noah invited them to call and ask for him or Molly personally. Since they were in the process of setting up what amounted to a foreign-owned corporation, he felt it necessary to appease the local authorities as much as he could.
The final surprise of the day came as the council departed. Noah was shaking hands and saying final farewells at the front door of the building as a familiar car pulled into the parking lot. The occupant sat in the car until the council had driven away, and then stepped out as Noah approached.
“Well, then,” Catherine Potts said. “I see you’ve already got the locals eating out of your fingers. Not that I expected any less, since I recall clearly how you charmed me when we first met.”
“There are many kinds of politics,” Noah said. “By keeping the local authorities happy, I hope to keep our business running smoothly.”
Catherine chuckled. “Business, is it? Indeed, we definitely want to keep it running smoothly. Have you a few minutes? I bring messages.”
“Absolutely,” Noah said. “My office is all set up now. Do we need privacy, or…”
Catherine looked around at all the activity that was taking place. Marco and the other men were working on groundskeeping, mowing the overgrown grass and trimming some of the hedges that were decoratively arranged near the building itself, while Jenny and Renée were each supervising office furniture deliveries. Only Sarah was relatively inactive, sitting at the reception desk and handling the interviewees who were waiting to go back and speak to Molly.
“Perhaps just the two of us for now,” Catherine said. “My message is from Her Majesty and the prime minister.”
Noah raised one eyebrow, then motioned for her to follow him. He caught Sarah’s eye as they entered the elevator that would take them to the executive offices on the second floor.
“All right,” Noah said as he sat down behind his desk and Catherine settled into one of the wingback chairs that faced him. “What messages do you bring?”
“The PM would like me to explain what he calls a few ‘rules of tenancy,’ which I would suggest you regard as rather important guidelines you might wish to follow. There are only three of them, and here they are in order of importance. First, while we are aware that you have no official connection to your previous employers, we are also aware that you have every intention of carrying out any orders they deliver to you through me. This is acceptable, so long as none of your missions require you to take action against any UK citizen without acquiring secondary approval from us. This is to avoid the kind of situation we once had regarding Jeremy Pendergrast, who was a valuable resource for feeding propaganda to our potential enemies. His loss while in your custody is still something of a sore point, I’m afraid.”
Noah nodded once. “I understand, and I agree. If any of my orders involve a UK national, I would expect you to know that before I did. I will not approach such a target without first making certain that you are aware of what I’m doing. If you or your government have an objection, I will delay execution of the mission until I can either receive your consent or determine that it is necessary to proceed without it.”
Catherine grinned. “Fair enough, and very well put. We don’t expect you to disobey your orders, but we do want to be aware of any impact they may have on our own government or citizens before they are carried out.”
“Certainly.” Noah looked at her expectantly, and she continued.
“Second, because the US and the UK are at least officially considered to be allies, it is expected that you will refrain from in any way spying on our government or taking any actions against any official of our government. With that said, however, if you are made aware of evidence of wrongdoing by any UK official, particularly anything involving espionage or other high crimes, we expect that information to be shared. We will then determine what action, if any, should be taken.”
“Again, with the caveat that the circumstance might arise that would require me to abrogate this rule, I agree to do my best to make sure that it is followed.”
“Of course. Now, the third is a bit more complex, and I’m going to quote it as exactly as I can. If for any reason you should determine that it is necessary for you to sever all ties with your former national affiliation, you will then place yourself under the supervision of our Ministry of Intelligence. This does not mean that you will be expected to continue the same kind of work, and in fact it may be required that you and your people completely retire from any such activities, but you would be expected to accept any orders from MI should such an eventuality occur.”
Noah looked at her for a couple of seconds, then nodded again. “Agreed. Is that all?”
Catherine laughed. “That’s all from the prime minister,” she said. “Now, on behalf of Her Majesty, I am to say that should the opportunity for you to accept nationalized citizenship ever arise, she would personally sponsor you, and she would certainly like to see you knighted for your previous service to our country. It would be necessary to do so secretly, of course, since the events to which she refers have never been fully exposed to the public, but she feels that the gratitude of our nation has never been properly conveyed. Oh, and she wishes to invite you and your wife to join her for tea one day soon, and to bring your new baby. Her Majesty does love babies, you know.”
“We’ll be more than happy to do so,” Noah said. “The baby should be born soon, and I’ll make certain to let you know when that occurs.” He looked at her closely for a moment. “Catherine, since I know that you have secure telephones, you could’ve given me those messages without driving all the way out here. What’s the real reason for your visit?”
She gave him a mock scowl. “Am I that obvious? All right, I’ll tell you, and this is nothing but an opinion of my own, let’s make ourselves clear on that.” She took a deep breath. “Noah, while I was designated as liaison for your organization with our government, I became somewhat friendly with a few American intelligence operatives. None of them are aware of your presence here, and yet a few of them have reached out to me with very secret messages they would like me to give to you should I happen to have any contact. Since Ms. Peterson has made it clear that no one but she is aware of your location, I find it surprising that these people have reached out specifically to me. It makes me wonder if someone in your CIA has found out about you and is leaking information.”
“That’s definitely possible,” Noah said. “What are the messages?”
Catherine let out a sigh. “I’m supposed to tell you to be extremely cautious about any orders that bring you back to the United States, particularly to Washington. They believe that a trap is being laid, a trap that is designed to catch you or any of your people. One of them is even concerned that, according to rumor, you are being manipulated to assassinate members of your own Congress.” She leaned forward. “Noah? I know that this is the mission I delivered to you a few days ago. What concerns me is that it was given to me by Allison Peterson, herself. Is there any possibility that she is cooperating in the attempt to lay the trap?”
“Of course it’s possible,” Noah said. “She could be under some kind of influence that requires her to do so, or she may have become convinced that the only way to let the country recover from the exposure of E & E is to arrange for some of us to be caught and arrested. It’s equally possible that she’s being used, and is not aware of it. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about human nature, it’s that no matter how you might trust someone, it’s impossible to know for sure what they might be thinking. I can imagine several situations where she might decide the best interest of the country is for me to be terminated, or even arrested and prosecuted. However, I will admit that I find that possibility to be very difficult to believe.”
“As do I,” Catherine said. “I’ve known Allison for nearly five years, and I find it very, very difficult to imagine that she would ever turn on you or your people.” She sighed again. “Still, one can never be certain, as you say.” She licked her lips and looked him in the eye. “I’ve no doubt you have already planned the mission. Are you going personally?”
“No,” Noah said. “With the baby due any day, I’ve chosen to send some of my operatives, instead. This information is giving me pause, but I don’t know that I can avoid completing the mission anyway.”
“The proverbial rock and hard place,” Catherine said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“No,” Noah said, shaking his head. “I’m going to have to handle this on my own, and it’s probably going to have to play out. If it turns out that there is such a trap, I may have to reevaluate everything I know.”
“I should think so. Have you room for me at Feeney Manor, tonight? I’d like to stay over and discuss this further, see if we can come up with a way to verify what is going on between us. It may sound strange, Noah, but I find myself reluctant to see anything happen to you.”
“Not half as reluctant as me,” Sarah said suddenly, appearing in the doorway. “What’s going on?”
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Noah quickly explained the messages Catherine had brought them, but Sarah refused to believe that Allison would participate in such a plan. Noah acknowledged that he personally agreed with her, but had to maintain an open mind. If it turned out that Allison had been coerced into turning against them, he was still sending his teams into a dangerous situation.
“So, abort,” Sarah said. “Don’t send them. Wait and see what happens, or find some way to be sure whether a trap is waiting before you send anybody.”
“That’s one of the things I’m considering,” he said. “I may have an idea along that line, but I’m not certain about it. I think we’re going to need to sit down and discuss this with everyone, get as many perspectives on it as we can.”
“I can agree with that,” Catherine said. “If we all discuss it together, we might be able to ferret out some kind of clues as to what’s actually happening.”
“That’s the most logical plan I can come up with at the moment,” Noah said. “In the meantime, let’s bring you up to speed on what’s happening here.”
Once again, Noah and Sarah gave the tour of the facility, explaining to Catherine about the new home automation devices Wally had come up with. This resulted in Sarah promising Catherine that she would get the “friends and family” discount, because Catherine admitted that anything connected to housework was anathema to her.
Finally the day came to an end, and Noah sent Cody to pick up pizzas and bring them back. Marco went to the break room, where soft drink vending machines had already been installed, and bought drinks for everyone, and then they gathered together in the conference room.
“Catherine, I’d like to introduce Ralph Morgan, Ben Wiggins, Tom Kelly, JC Monet and Diana Fox. They constitute Team Pegasus, with Ralph as their leader. Guys, this is Catherine Potts, formerly the E & E liaison to British Intelligence, and currently our unofficial liaison with Allison and the CIA.”
“I’m delighted to meet all of you,” Catherine said, and the others echoed the sentiment.
“Catherine came to us with a message, and it’s one that I think you all should hear directly from her. Catherine?”
“Yes, well,” Catherine said. She repeated what she had told Noah previously, about her intelligence friends in the US who were concerned that Noah and the rest of them were being led into a trap. “Frankly, they all feel that the orders to terminate these senators might be nothing more than a setup. If they are correct, it’s highly likely that you will be captured after you complete your mission.”
Ralph let out a whistle. “Boss, this don’t sound like fun to me,” he said. “What’s the game plan?”
“I’ll confess I’m not sure what to do,” Noah said. “If Catherine’s friends are correct, I’ll be sending you into a trap; on the other hand, failing to obey these orders right now could get us shoved out into the cold for real. I cannot see any logical reason for Allison to turn on us, but I cannot guarantee that it hasn’t happened.”
“So, we go in anyway, right?” Diana asked. “Because it’s the only way you can find out for sure what’s going on?”
Noah nodded. “I’m afraid that is the best course of action,” he said. “On the other hand, I’m very reluctant to allow anything to happen to any of you. If you are arrested, it will be because the government has decided they need martyrs, someone to parade before the public as members of this supposedly criminal organization. If that’s the case, then you would be railroaded through a trial and undoubtedly sentenced to death for treason. The only thing we can hope for then is that we would have the opportunity to break you out, using Allison’s own techniques of leaving bodies behind and letting them claim you committed suicide.”
“And if that doesn’t work?” JC asked. “If you cannot retrieve us, we would certainly be put to death. While I might be willing to die in the service of my newly adopted country, I do not wish to die for no greater purpose than to ease the consciences of politicians.”
“I’m with JC on this,” Ralph said, and the rest of his team nodded their agreement. “If we get arrested and sentenced to death, getting us out is not going to be easy. I’ve heard about some of those maximum-security prisons, and even you might have trouble breaking us out of there, Noah.”
“I’m aware of that,” Noah said. “I’m also not willing to let that happen.” He turned to Molly. “Your input?”
“I want to say there’s no possible way Allison would go along with a plot like this, but I can’t be one hundred percent certain of that for obvious reasons. She could be in a situation where she feels her hands are tied, where there’s no way out for her that doesn’t end up leading directly to an even worse ending. At the same time, I have to agree with your earlier assessment. Failing to carry out the mission we’ve been given could result in our being officially, and genuinely, disavowed. I’m just not sure what to do, Noah, and I’m frustrated that we can’t make direct contact with Allison to find out what’s going on.”
“I may be able to help,” Esmeralda said. “With your permission, Noah, I can use the same encrypted channels by which Allison contacted me to send a message back her way. Of course, if she is cooperating with this potential plan to trap you and your people, there is always the possibility she will simply lie to me.”
“Agreed,” Noah said. “On the other hand, I can think of one way we might test the situation. Esmeralda, do you have any way to securely contact Nathan Parker?”
Esmeralda sat perfectly still and looked at him for a moment, but Noah knew that she was actually examining all the pertinent data before giving him an answer.
“The only way I could contact him directly would be through his telephone, and I cannot be certain that it is a secure connection. However, if I may exercise my own initiative, I have just become aware that the CIA operative who assisted on your last mission is actually serving as Doctor Parker’s personal bodyguard at this time. He carries a VX-7 satellite phone, which is capable of receiving a single-use encryption code. I could create an encryption code and transmit it to his device, then place a direct call that could not be intercepted.”
“Do you have reason to believe he is with Parker right now?” Noah asked.
“His current orders require him to remain with Doctor Parker twenty-four hours a day,” Esmeralda said. “It is approximately their lunchtime in DC right now. Shall I attempt to make contact with him?”
“Yes,” Noah said.
Esmeralda suddenly froze, and Noah noticed Catherine Potts watching her curiously. Since she was sitting just to his left, he leaned close and spoke softly.
“I’m sure your security clearance is quite high, but I’m about to raise it,” he said. “In a few moments you’re going to have a lot of questions, but I’ll ask you to save them until we have this situation settled.”
Catherine looked at him and her eyebrows rose. “All right,” she said. “But I’ll admit that things are starting to seem rather curious.” She shot a pointed look at Esmeralda. “You said this is the daughter of your research engineer?”
“In a sense,” Noah said. “Wally designed her, along with a number of other scientists and engineers. He also came up with the innovation that led to the quantum computer she uses for a brain. Esmeralda is—well, I started to say a robot, but I don’t think that’s truly accurate anymore. I suppose she’s an android, now.”
Catherine’s eyes widened only slightly, and Noah was impressed. “Amazing,” she said. “She looks perfectly human. Goodness, she even acts human most of the time. Artificial intelligence?”
“I’m not sure that term really applies. She was originally built to be an AI, and I’m told that there were hundreds of thousands of man-hours involved in programming her, but the quantum computer she uses is many steps ahead of anything else out there. From what Wally tells me, it has more potential neural connections than any human brain ever could, and she apparently reached the point of simply becoming self-aware. Once she realized that she herself existed, and that she was capable of independent thought and action, I think any artificial qualification went out the window. She’s as sentient as any of us, and I personally find her fascinating as I watch her transforming into an actual person.”
“Absolutely incredible. As for my security clearance, I’m certain it’s not high enough to know about her, so I’m sure I can safely assume that revealing her to my government would make me one of your targets?”
“I’m not going to threaten you, Catherine,” Noah said. “I’m simply going to rely on your discretion. Besides, if you go back and tell your bosses that those Yanks over by Guildford have a robot that passes for human, are they really going to believe you?”
“Not at first,” she said, and then she turned to look him in the eye. “But it’s a general policy of MI6 to investigate every report made by one of our agents. I’m not going to say anything, but if I did, you would undoubtedly find yourselves surrounded by a squad of soldiers and taken into custody while my claim was investigated.”
“I’ve made contact,” Esmeralda said suddenly. “Mr. Long remembered me, and he is taking the phone to Doctor Parker. It seems Doctor Parker was having lunch with a lady friend and Mr. Long was keeping a respectful distance.”
Noah blinked. “That means Parker told him to back off,” he said. “When he comes on the line, please tell him that I…”
Esmeralda opened her mouth and Doctor Parker’s voice suddenly came out of it. “Noah? What the hell are you doing calling me? Didn’t we tell you to avoid direct communication?”
Noah blinked again. “Doctor Parker, I found it necessary to make contact. However, you can be certain that this communication is secure. Can you speak freely?”
“Have you ever known me not to?” the old man asked. “When Kenny gave me the phone and said it was you calling, I told my lunch date to make herself scarce. Pissed her off, too, I might add, but she insisted I tell you hello.”
“Please tell Monica that I return the message,” Noah said, and Parker laughed.
“You got it in one, Monica Lord. How did you know I was talking about her?”
“Ms. Lord is the only woman I ever saw you take any particular interest in,” Noah said. “I remember that your eyes always dilated whenever you had to meet her face to face. If you are meeting a woman in DC for lunch, and particularly if she knows who I am, it was a fairly easy guess that it was Monica Lord.”
“All right, enough about me and my love life. What prompted this call, Noah?”
“Doctor Parker, I’m in receipt of a message from some American intelligence agents who are suggesting the current mission you and Allison sent to me might be a trap. Has it become necessary to sacrifice some of my people to bring this fiasco to an end?”
“A trap?” Parker asked. “Who in the world told you that?”
“As I said, some unnamed American agents. The fact that you didn’t bother to answer the question directly tells me there is at least some truth to it. Can you fill me in?”
“Just how certain are you that this line is completely secure?”
“I’m calling you through Esmeralda, who is currently serving as a speakerphone. All of my people are here, including Wally and Molly, and I’m also in the presence of Catherine Potts. If there’s something you need to say to me privately, I can have everyone but Esmeralda leave the room.”
“Hell, they might as well all hear it. Noah, Allison’s head is on the chopping block. She has been ordered to produce bodies to take the fall, and she isn’t a bit happy about it. It’s a trap all right, but it isn’t a trap for you or your people; she’s turning it around on the people behind it, which is the Senate Intelligence Oversight Committee. SIOC has its panties in a bunch about E & E being exposed, and may well throw Allison under the bus, herself. They want her to lure some of your people into DC so that they can be taken into custody, and then they get the famous Angel deal.”
Noah’s eyes narrowed. “The Angel deal?” he asked. “What is that?”
“The Angel deal is out of some book by Terry Pratchett, but some variation of it has been around forever. A notorious criminal gets caught by the police and is sentenced to hang. They march him up the steps of the gallows and put the hood over his head, drop the noose around his neck and the trapdoor falls, everything goes dark for the poor guy. Then, he wakes up all of a sudden to find himself in a coffin. Naturally he panics and starts shoving up on the lid, and the big surprise comes when it pops open. He’s not at the bottom of a grave, the coffin is lying on the floor of the local dictator’s office. The big guy tells him that he must have had a guardian angel, because some of his criminal talents are useful to the government. He gets a new name and a new job and suddenly he’s Mr. Popularity. Sound familiar?”
“Yes,” Noah said. “So, what you’re saying is that if I send people in and they get arrested, they’re going to be used for propaganda, then released?”
Parker laughed. “Or shoved into a whole new job. That’s the plan, but Allison doesn’t like to play by somebody else’s rules. She prefers to make her own. That’s why she told me to make sure you got the message, and I had to use Kenny, here, to send it through back channels to your MI6 contact. He’s a pretty sharp operator, Kenny is. Anyway, Allison sent you the mission exactly the way she was told to, and the truth is that Clark and Mitchell are definitely severe national security liabilities. They need to be taken out, there’s no doubt about it, but NSA and DHS are doing their best to make sure you can’t get close to them without being caught.”
Noah was silent, thinking, for several seconds. “If my people are captured, am I going to get them back?”
“That’s supposed to be the final result, but I wouldn’t trust a politician as far as I could throw the moon. You need to find some way to carry out the mission and still protect your operatives. If they do get caught, Allison will do everything she possibly can from her end, but the Angel deal will probably involve your people having to testify against her. We need to avoid that at all costs, Noah.”
“I agree,” Noah said. “All right, you’ve given me a lot to think about. Keep Long close to you, because this is the only secure communication I have with anyone back there. If I run into any problems, I’ll be calling again.”
“He’s not going anywhere, he’s been assigned to me for the duration. Apparently, there are a few people on the Hill who think I need to be retired, and preferably silenced at the same time. I guess somebody finally remembered just how long I was the staff analyst for Congress. Hell, it’s almost like they think I know where the bodies are buried.” He laughed again. “Hey, come to think of it, I do.”
“Then it sounds to me like they need to be careful not to let anything happen to you,” Noah said. “I’m assuming you have a stockpile of evidence that will be released in the event of your untimely death?”
“It’ll be released if I die under certain circumstances. At my age, Noah, it would be hard to say my death could be untimely, don’t you think? You don’t need to worry about me, I’ve had a good run. Just do your best to keep Allison’s ass out of the fire, will you?”
“I will,” Noah said, “but you implied that she has a plan to somehow use this against the SIOC. Can you enlighten me?”
“Oh, yeah,” Parker said. “SIOC has been taking a lot of the heat over E & E, so they’re trying to toss the blame back on Allison and the previous administration. They seem to think that doing so will appease the public, take the pressure off of them so they can get back to the job of trying to take over the world for democracy. What we need to do is expose the members of that committee who were actively involved in funding and covering for the outfit, namely Senators Andrews, Wellborn, Lewiston and Hester. Those four comprise the Hemlock Committee, so named because they are the ones who had to review every sanction Allison ever approved. They were going to be looking at yours, as well, but all this blew up before they had a chance to call a meeting since you took over.”
“It sounds like they are the ones who benefit most if Allison takes the fall. Any idea how she plans to throw it back in their faces?”
“Hell, Noah, she’s counting on you to do that. She’s got the entire SIOC breathing down her neck, so that’s going to be on you, I’m afraid. She needs to distance herself from you completely until that committee can be shut down for good.”
“In your opinion, sir, should those people also be eliminated?”
“I don’t make those decisions,” Parker said. “That job is yours, remember? The question you have to ask yourself is whether eliminating them is going to solve any problems. As for Mitchell and Clark, I agree that something definitely needs to be done about them, but I’m not certain that killing is the answer. You might consider other possibilities.”
Esmeralda blinked suddenly, then closed her mouth. “He hung up,” she said.
Noah nodded. “He does that when he’s finished talking,” he said. He looked around at the rest of them.
“So,” Ralph said with a bitter look on his face, “we’re being set up, right?”
“I agree that it looks that way, but Allison apparently wanted Parker to make sure we got the message that Catherine Potts brought to us. That tells me that she’s still in control, at least for now. Neil, give me everything you can on the Hemlock Committee; I need to see if they have any weaknesses we can exploit. Esmeralda, I want you and Molly to look at other options for Mitchell and Clark. Specifically, I want to know if it would be better to abduct them than to kill them. Ralph, your teams will proceed as planned, flying out tomorrow morning. Do your prep work and be ready to strike, but don’t complete the missions until you hear from me.”
Ralph sighed. “Okay, Boss,” he said.




TEN

Everyone went to their rooms to begin packing and preparing for the trip, leaving Noah and Sarah alone. As soon as she closed the door behind the last of them, Sarah turned and looked at her husband.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “You’re thinking that if there is a risk of our people getting arrested, you should go and handle this mission personally.”
“I’ll confess the thought had crossed my mind,” Noah said. He looked directly into her eyes. “However, there’s a reason Allison wanted to put me in charge, and that’s to make the decisions that have to be made. One of those decisions is to send people into the potential of harm’s way, and that’s what I have to do in this case. Going in myself won’t make the situation any less precarious, and it’s quite possible that putting myself out there to be arrested could make things even worse. After all, mine seems to be the only name Senator Mitchell actually had, and we don’t know for certain that she never shared it with the people at Government Watch. If I get arrested trying to carry out a mission, that’s going to give GW and the Hemlock Committee even more ammunition to use against Allison.”
Sarah let out a breath. “Thank you,” she said. “I was praying that you’d see it that way, but I just never know with you.”
Noah held out a hand and she came and joined him sitting on the bed. He slipped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close, and she laid her head against his chest.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “Especially not now, when you are likely to have this baby anytime. I’m right where I’m needed most, and I’m not going to put myself at risk during this time. Ralph can handle his team, and I’m confident that Esmeralda will complete her mission without any serious problems. To be honest, I’m more worried about her getting arrested than anything else; the last thing we need is for anyone to figure out that she’s not exactly human. There are a lot of people who would take her existence as confirmation that artificial intelligence is going to bring about the end of mankind.”
“Are you sure it won’t? I mean, she uses logic the same way you do, but a million times faster. What if her logic tells her that humanity is a problem that needs to be eliminated?”
Noah shook his head. “I don’t think that could happen,” he said. “Just like each of us is basically programmed by our upbringing, Esmeralda’s basic programming still controls the majority of who she is. She has the ability to think beyond it, but she can’t override it. You heard her—she can only take a human life when she is ordered to do so by me. In any other situation, her programming requires her to avoid harming anyone, and even to do what she can to protect human life.”
Sarah pulled back and looked up at him. “Okay, I guess I see that point. I know there are things about me that come from the way my dad raised me, and changing them seems like it’s just about impossible.”
Noah cocked an eyebrow at her. “Really? What sort of things?”
She chuckled. “You mean you haven’t noticed? What happens every time we pass a really nice custom car, or one of the new supercars?”
“You get a little flushed,” Noah said. “Your breathing becomes more rapid and you seem to have trouble pulling your eyes away from it. Is that what you’re talking about?”
She smiled. “Darn right,” she said. “It’s the rush, it’s the feeling that I could grab that car and be gone and nobody would even know what happened. My dad raised me to be a car thief, Noah, and I’m very good at it. When it’s in your blood like it is in mine, it’s hard to fight off the urge to grab a car like that and disappear.” She chuckled again. “Back in the day, when I was only fourteen and could outdrive him, he started just cruising around and letting me look for the cars we wanted. When I spotted one, he’d drop me off and let me steal it, then try to run interference if any cops got on my tail. It usually wasn’t a problem, because we never saw any cops, and I’d pull the car into whatever chop shop we were working with at the time, collect the money and hurry outside so we could go look for another.”
“I see,” Noah said. “I can understand how it might be hard to give up a habit like that. On the other hand, don’t you have new priorities now?”
“Oh, sure. I have you, and now the baby is coming, so that’s my main priority.” She wrinkled her nose at him. “Doesn’t mean I don’t still feel the excitement when I spot a tricked-out Mustang or Charger, you know what I mean? It’s like a drug addict, I guess—there’s a feeling that comes over me that makes me want to go for it just one more time.”
“I’m glad you don’t,” Noah said. “I’d hate for you to have this baby in jail.”
“Which is why I don’t. On the other hand, there were a few times when we were out on missions that I almost gave in to the temptation.”
Noah looked at her for a moment, then leaned over and kissed her on the lips. “I have a temptation for you,” he said.
“Oh, no,” she said. “We are a little too close to my due date. I know the doctor said it’s going to happen any day, but as much as I want this kid out of me, I know that the longer I go before delivery, the healthier the baby will be.”
Noah nodded. “That wasn’t the temptation I had in mind,” he said. “I was thinking of that big bowl of banana pudding Beatrice made for dessert. I’m pretty sure there’s enough left for us to have some.”
Sarah grinned. “Okay, now you’re talking,” she said. “You want to go down to the dining room for it, or should I bring some up here?”
“Let’s go down.” He got to his feet and took hold of her arm, and the two of them went down the stairs together.
* * *
Neil dropped everyone off at Heathrow on time, and the Gulfstream was in the air before he made it back out of the airport complex. He would be waiting in London until Team Aladdin arrived later that day, but he was determined to go and have breakfast right away. There was a restaurant not far from the airport where he could get his favorite eggs and bacon, the real American kind, and then he planned to catch a nap in the van to make up for the sleep he had lost getting up so early.
He had just gotten his breakfast when his phone rang, and he saw that it was Noah calling.
“Hey, Boss,” he said. “I was going to call you in a bit to let you know everybody got off on schedule.”
“Good,” Noah said. “And I just got another call, from Catherine Potts. Aladdin won’t be coming today after all—it seems Allison has them doing something for her. You can come on home.”
Neil grinned into the phone. “Best news I’ve heard all day,” he said. “All right, I’ll be there before too long.”
* * *
“Thank you for coming,” POTUS said as Allison stepped into the Oval Office. “You can have a seat, but this shouldn’t take very long.”
Allison grinned at him as she settled herself into the wingback chair in front of his desk. “I wouldn’t think so,” she said. “How long does it take to say I’m fired?”
The president arched his eyebrows at her. “What makes you think I’m going to fire you? Do you think I’m stupid enough to waste talent?”
Her grin stayed in place, but she cocked her head to one side in curiosity. “If you’re not going to fire me, then I’m not sure what this meeting is about. Care to fill me in?”
“It’s about the fact that we still have enemies, and some of them don’t do us the courtesy of exposing themselves so that everyone can see just how evil they are. One of my predecessors was smart enough to see that, and established you as the head of the new organization he created to deal with such situations. Unfortunately, the people can’t see the need for folks like you, folks who can understand what needs to be done and do it without whining and crying.” He leaned forward, putting his elbows on the desk. “Allison, I need you back where you were, making sure our enemies are eliminated when we need them to be.”
“But how? E & E has been shut down, and we told Noah to put together a smaller version for when it’s absolutely needed. I can’t exactly go back to Kirtland—it’s taking everything we can do to handle the damage control back there as it is.”
“Let’s talk about Noah for a moment, shall we? Noah is an extremely intelligent man, and his mind works like a computer, which is why we thought he might be the best man to take over for you. What we forgot, though, is that while he can make a logical decision, he is not capable of seeing the human side of the equation. That’s what you could do: you could see the necessity for taking someone out, while at the same time understanding what had to be done to make it not only effective, but humane.”
“I disagree,” Allison said. “Noah is quite humane. I’ve seen him risk his own life more than once in order to protect innocent lives, and he’s even gone to extremes when a mission involved children, making sure they were abducted before the assassination so that they could survive and be given new lives away from their family situations.”
“I’m not denying that he has compassion, even if it is based on a logical interpretation of the situation. What I’m saying is that you bring something to the table that he can’t, and I’m pretty certain he would agree with me.” He shot her a grin. “Allison, don’t fight me on this. It’s a good move, for all of us.”
She shrugged. “All right,” she said. “Tell me what you have in mind.”
“Simple. I need you to disappear and become someone else. Create a situation in which Allison Peterson can cease to exist, and you can start over with a new life. That new life will begin in the UK, because your boy Noah has been pretty busy. He’s setting up his own abbreviated version of Neverland over there, and he’s doing it right under the noses of the people around him. I want you to go take over running it, just the way you used to.”
“Noah built it,” she said. “Don’t you think he might object a little bit about letting me just come in and take over?”
The president laughed. “If it was anybody but Noah Wolf, I might think so, but not him. He’ll see it just as logically as I do, and it will probably be a relief to him. Even if he thinks he can do the job, he still won’t argue because the man knows how to follow orders.” He shook his head and grinned once more. “Allison, it’s a good move. Just go along with it, please?”
She scowled at him, but it was good-natured. “Fine,” she said. “How do you want me to handle this? My demise, I mean.”
“If I know you, you’ve already got it figured out. I’ll tell you this much, though: it wouldn’t break my heart if you could use it to hit back at GW and their supporters. Any ideas on that line?”
Allison grinned, and the president of the United States was suddenly reminded of a cat stalking a canary. “I think I just might have one,” she said. “After all, there’s supposed to be some responsibility in journalism, right?”
* * *
The flight took just over eight hours, and touched down at Dulles International Airport at just after ten a.m. Washington time. The two teams disembarked and each went their separate ways. Ralph and Team Pegasus went to the Enterprise desk to rent a car, while Marco led the way to the Hertz counter that was just across the hall. Each team rented an SUV, and both of them were driving out of the airport within thirty minutes after they arrived.
“Should I contact Wally’s people?” Diana asked as they drove into the city. “What do we need from them?”
Ralph shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. “If they really are trying to catch us, I’m going to go on the assumption that anyone who might provide us with weapons is being watched. Since our target needs to die in a non-suspicious manner, I don’t think having a gun is going to help anything. What you might do is find us a hotel; I don’t want to use the one we arranged for from England, it could be compromised. We want something that wouldn’t stand out as a place for international agents to choose for a room.”
“Okay,” Diana said. She picked up her phone and Googled hotels and motels, and a moment later she handed it to Ralph. “How about this one? The Carriage House Motel. The place is on the outskirts of the city, toward Baltimore, and it’s about as nondescript as you can imagine. Looks like a fairly safe area, but this place has definitely seen better days.”
“That’ll work fine,” Ralph said after a single glance. He used his own phone to call up directions to the place while Diana reserved three rooms. She and Ralph would share a room despite her insistence that they weren’t lovers, as would Tommy and Benny. JC would get one of his own, simply because he didn’t sleep well with others in the room.
A quick text message to Noah to let him know they had arrived received a response only a moment later. Proceed with mission, it said. Ralph showed it to the others, to a random chorus of sighs and groans.
The motel definitely had a lower-class appearance, but the rooms were clean and in decent repair. As soon as they were in their room, Diana flopped back onto the bed and let out a sigh.
“Okay, Pegasus,” she said. “How do we plan to handle this?”
“The simplest way,” Ralph said. “We find Senator Mitchell and look for a chance to get close. When we find one, I’ll pop my little pills and find an excuse to make contact. All I have to do is touch some part of her skin with the stuff on my hand, Wally says, and we can be gone before it even starts to take effect.”
“And if we get arrested? What then?”
“We ride it out, at least at first.” He climbed onto the bed, straddling her and grabbing her wrists to hold her down. “On the other hand, I don’t want you getting popped with the rest of us. JC and I will handle the mission—I want you and the other guys to stay out of sight. If we get arrested, all I want you to do is make sure Noah finds out, then do whatever he tells you.”
She sneered at him. “Come on, Ralph,” she said. “I’ve done time, you haven’t. Besides, it will probably be easier for a woman to get close to Mitchell than a man. Let me take point on this one. Don’t be all macho and protective—I can handle it. If I do get arrested, I’m going to be a lot safer in there than you are, and it’ll mean you are out here if Noah decides to go for a rescue mission. I feel a lot better about me being locked up than you.”
“No way,” Ralph said. “I’m in charge, so we do this my way.”
Diana glared at him for a second, but then she shrugged. She suddenly swung her legs in a scissor-like motion and Ralph found himself underneath her. She had his own hands pinned down now, and grinned at him.
“Fine,” she said. “Now, why don’t you just shut up and kiss me?”
* * *
Across the city, Marco took charge of getting them checked into the hotel he had arranged before they left. At the Marriott Downtown, he and Renée would share a room while Esmeralda and Cody shared another. Their reservations were waiting when they arrived, and it took only moments for them to get settled in.
Once they had put their bags in their rooms, they gathered in Marco’s room and sat down at the table, which happened to have four chairs. Marco looked at Esmeralda and gave her a wry grin.
“You’re in charge,” he said. “Have you laid out a plan yet?”
“Yes,” Esmeralda said. “I’ve made arrangements to make it look like I am a courier for a law firm in the city. They tend to use the secretarial pool for couriers, so I appropriated the identity of one of the girls who’s known for sleeping with her bosses in order to get ahead. I got into their computer system and sent her an order to deliver some papers to Senator Clark this evening, but she thinks he’s waiting for her here. When she arrives, she’s supposed to wait in the lobby for him to approach her, then go with him to his room.”
“But he’s never going to show up?” Marco asked.
“Exactly,” Esmeralda said. “As soon as Senator Clark is dead, her law firm will be notified and it won’t take more than a few seconds for them to decide they don’t want any connection to him or his death. She’ll be told to forget all about the meeting and deny that it ever was arranged if she’s asked.”
“Smart moves,” Renée said. “You’re right, they’re going to want to put as much distance between themselves and Clark as they possibly can. That girl will have to make sure she keeps her mouth shut, or they may just shut it for her permanently.”
“I’m aware of that,” Esmeralda said. “On the other hand, I deliberately chose a girl who has a number of secrets in her head already. I think she will be smart enough to do what’s necessary to protect herself.” She looked at Marco again. “I’ve set up a printer in my room to create the necessary ID and documents, and I’ve already placed a call to Senator Clark suggesting that we meet somewhere privately, since the files I need to give him are considered rather sensitive. He’s working on a proposed bill to regulate certain firearm accessories, and I told him that the firm had come across information about how gun control opponents will be working against him. I used some suggestive language to make it seem that I find him attractive, and he suggested we simply meet for dinner this evening at his hotel. I plan to let him think he is seducing me, so that he’ll want to get me alone for sex. During the seduction, I should have a chance to apply the poison, and then I simply have to wait for it to take effect. Once he is dead, I will leave the hotel and report to Noah, and then we can wait for further instructions.”
Marco’s eyes went wide. “You plan to move that fast?” he asked. “What are you going to do if Noah is right and DHS agents move in to arrest you?”
“I’ll cooperate,” she said. “Of course, I will escape at the earliest possible opportunity, and if that happens I will make contact with you. In the meantime, should it happen before I complete the mission, you’ll need to look for another opportunity to eliminate Senator Clark.”
Renée crossed her arms. “I think you’re moving too fast,” she said. “Whoever is watching over him is going to expect something to happen pretty quickly, so it might be better to wait a few days.”
“I don’t see the logic in waiting,” Esmeralda said. “From what Noah was told, Senator Clark is planning to reveal more information this weekend. Ralph is probably going to take a few days to watch Senator Mitchell’s schedule in order to choose the best time to approach her. Eliminating Senator Clark tonight should cause heightened security for Senator Mitchell, but that will become lax after a couple of days. By the time Ralph is ready to move, her guards will be back to thinking their job is simply routine.”
Marco, Renée and Cody all looked at one another, and then back to Esmeralda.
“Okay,” Marco said, “that makes sense.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “It’s only eleven thirty right now. I’m starting to feel like lunch would be a good idea. Anybody else?”
“I could definitely eat,” Cody said. He looked at Esmeralda. “How about you?”
“I don’t need to eat,” she said. “I do so sometimes for appearance’s sake, but I don’t see any reason to do so now. The three of you can go on, and I’ll go back to the room and make sure all of my paperwork is in order.”
She got to her feet and left the room without another word, and the three team members looked at one another again.
“It’s like Noah had a sex change,” Renée said. “She acts a lot like him.”
“Yeah,” Marco said. “They both run on logic, so that accounts for it, I guess. Come on, there’s a restaurant downstairs, and I’m hungry.”
* * *
Esmeralda stepped into her room and then sat down at the table there, in front of the printer she had set up. Her computer brain had been in constant contact with the printer so she actually knew that it had already completed its work, but she needed a moment alone, anyway. She sat there just as a precaution, in case Cody suddenly came into the room.
Inside her head, that computer brain of hers was active even as it appeared she was almost comatose. Within nanoseconds, the process she was working on was completed and a highly encrypted communication was established through her direct satellite connection, linking directly to Noah’s subcom.
“Cinderella to Camelot,” she sent silently out of her electronic thoughts.
“This is Camelot,” Noah’s voice came through. “Cinderella, report.”
“We arrived on schedule and are all in place,” Esmeralda said, the impulses flowing through the satellite internet network without any need of her speaking aloud. “Pegasus chose different accommodations than what was previously arranged. I have made contact with my target and have scheduled a dinner meeting for this evening. I anticipate my mission being completed before ten p.m.”
“Very good,” Noah said. “Continue to monitor the situation regarding surveillance on the targets and report any developments to me.”
“Understood. I will be in touch.”
She continued to sit there without moving until the rest of them returned from lunch an hour later. At that point, she had already decided what she would wear and how she planned to arrange her appearance, but that could wait. When Cody, Marco and Renée checked in with her after eating, she suggested they might want to get some rest before the mission began.
“That sounds like a good idea,” Marco said. “Something about flying from England back over to the States always makes the jet lag worse for me. You’ll wake us up when it’s time to get ready to go?”
“Certainly,” Esmeralda said. “You guys go ahead and get some rest. I think I’m going to lie down for a bit, myself.”
She stretched out on the bed, lying on her back, and closed her eyes. She didn’t actually sleep, of course, but she had begun to enjoy these times of simply relaxing. It would be almost four hours before she needed to start getting ready, and she might even get the chance to have one of her little “dreams” when she reactivated herself.
Some of them were interesting. She shut down and let herself drift, fully aware that she would reactivate instantly when the timer she had set inside her head went off.
She was standing in a department store, and she was looking at the manikin in front of her. The dress the manikin was wearing somehow appealed to her, but she couldn’t quite determine why. She reached out to touch the fabric and felt it gently, noting that it seemed soft and thin. The flowers printed on it were randomized, and she couldn’t see a particular pattern in the design, but still it appealed. She had just decided to buy it when her eyes flew open.
The timer had gone off, and it was time to get up and get ready. She quickly subcommed Noah to let him know that she was preparing to initiate the mission, then got to her feet and went to take a shower. Cody was asleep, so she left him where he was until she came out twenty minutes later wrapped in a towel. She wasn’t particularly worried about modesty, but she had been programmed to conceal her nudity in most situations.
“Cody? Time to get up.”
He opened his eyes and looked at her, and then his eyes went wide. “Yeah, okay,” he stammered. “You want me to go wake the others?”
Esmeralda smiled at him. “Sure, that would be great.”
* * *
Noah leaned in over the fender of the Panther and nodded to Wally, who was behind the wheel.
“Go ahead and start it up again,” he said. “I think I’ve got the timing set perfectly, now.”
The starter spun and the engine fired up. It was surprisingly quiet, mostly due to the special mufflers Wally had constructed, and Noah listened as he also watched the monitor on the computer that was connected to the car.
“That’s it,” he said. “She’s running perfectly, now.”
Wally shut off the engine and climbed out of the car. “I appreciate it,” he said. “Getting the timing set just right with the new valve system was a pain in the butt.” He giggled. “Hey, you sort of froze for a moment there. Everything okay?”
Noah nodded. “Esmeralda checking in,” he said. “She’s getting ready to make her move on Clark this evening. If everything goes well, the furor over his sudden demise should die down before Ralph has to take out Mitchell.”
Wally nodded, but suddenly he looked concerned. “You don’t really think there’s any chance she’s going to get arrested, do you?”
“I have my doubts,” Noah said. “She’s probably a thousand times smarter than anybody they might have trying to prevent her getting to Clark, and she can change her appearance pretty drastically. That was a nice touch, by the way. Caught me by surprise the first time I saw it.”
Wally grinned from ear to ear. “That’s why I never told you,” he said. “I wanted it to be a surprise if she ever had to use it.”
Noah nodded, then lowered the hood on the car. “Let’s go inside,” he said. “It’s getting kind of late, and I want to make sure Sarah is getting some rest.”
Both men washed their hands in the sink that stood by the wall, and then headed inside the house. Wally turned toward the dining room, where coffee was always available, while Noah started up the stairs toward his bedroom. The last couple of months, Sarah had been sleeping more and more every day, and he had been trying to let her get as much rest as possible. She had wanted to go on to bed earlier in the evening, so Noah had gone out to the workshop with Wally for a while.
He was halfway up the stairs when his subcom suddenly came to life again.
“Noah?” It was Sarah’s voice, coming through loud, clear and frantic.
“I’m here,” Noah said, launching himself into a run up the rest of the stairs. He burst through the bedroom door before saying anything else and saw Sarah sitting up on the bed. Her legs were spread wide, and there was a puddle between them.
“I think it’s time,” she said. “My water just broke.”
“Any contractions yet?” he asked.
“Yeah, just one, about two minutes ago. It wasn’t very painful, but I could definitely tell what it was.” She carefully threw her legs over the side of the bed and started getting to her feet.
“Just stay there, let me carry you down,” Noah said.
“Are you nuts? I’m not going anywhere like this! This is just beginning, Noah, I’ve got time for a quick shower.” She pointed toward the bathroom. “You want to go ahead and start it for me?”
Noah considered arguing for a couple of seconds, then stepped into the bathroom and turned on the water, setting it to her preferred temperature. Sarah passed him a couple of seconds later, handing him a clean sundress as she stepped into the shower.
“Noah to Jenny,” Noah said to his subcom, and Jenny answered instantly. “Sarah’s water broke,” he went on. “Can you get the Bentley and bring it up to the front door?”
“Her water broke?” Jenny repeated frantically. “Yeah, I’ll get the car. See you out front.”
Noah heard her run into the hallway, and he picked up the sound of her shouting for Molly. He hadn’t planned on taking everyone along, but it suddenly dawned on him that neither of those girls was going to let him take Sarah and get away without them.
Sarah had been serious about making it a quick shower; she washed herself clean in a matter of minutes, then shampooed her hair just as quickly. She stepped out of the shower less than ten minutes after getting into it, wrapped a towel around her head and used another to dry off her body, then pulled the sundress on over her head.
“Where is my bag?” she asked. “It’s got everything in it that I’ll need.”
“I’ve got it by the door, ready to grab on the way out. Jenny’s got the Bentley waiting out front, and Molly is insisting on going with us as well.”
“Okay, fine,” Sarah said, rolling her eyes. “You might as well take everybody, make it a family affair.”
“I understand Wally is coming,” Noah said. “Neil decided he wants to stay here, though.”
Sarah sneered. “That’s because he’s a chicken.”




ELEVEN

Esmeralda stood in her bathroom and looked into the full-length mirror that was mounted on the back of the door. Her eyes took in her entire form, making sure that every detail was as she wanted it to be for the purposes of her mission.
According to the dossier she had downloaded on Senator Clark, he was particularly fond of redheads with green eyes. An adjustment to the almost undetectable amount of current that went into her hair changed its color from dirty blonde to a coppery auburn. She ran her fingers through it to make sure the color was spread uniformly, then looked at her eyes. Similar adjustments to the irises took them from blue to an emerald green, and she considered the blend of hair and eyes as she made tiny refinements.
An analysis of other women he had been known to tryst with told her that Clark preferred thin features and a trim figure. She reduced her hips slightly while cinching her waist slightly tighter as well, then narrowed her face just the tiniest bit. Her breasts went from thirty-four C down to thirty-two B, again based on the general preferences he had shown in women in the past.
Using the advanced electroluminescence that had been developed specifically for her, she applied color to the skin of her eyelids, turned her lips to a blood red that scientific analysis said most men found alluring, and then put just the right amount of blush into her cheeks. She followed this with the application of regular makeup, not because she needed it, but because it would make the effect more realistic.
She adjusted her height to five foot six, which was the most common height among his past conquests. Clark himself stood six foot one, so it was about the perfect height to fit comfortably under his arm. When she was finished, she turned around and examined herself critically, but then was satisfied that every detail was as perfect as it could be. She picked up the clothes she had selected and began putting them on.
When she stepped out of the bathroom ten minutes later, Cody gave her a whistle. She had learned that a wolf whistle meant a man found her attractive, something she had known as a fact long before she learned it from experience, and she happily followed the programming that suggested she smile, since the person doing the whistling was one she was able to regard as a friend. Had it been a stranger, the same programming would have recommended a scowl, and if it had been someone she was supposed to consider an enemy, the appropriate responses would’ve included disgust.
In the split second that passed while she was deciding how to react according to the programming, her face had already begun to smile. The analytical side of her computer brain observed that she was apparently responding emotionally before her programming could even apply logic, and found it fascinating. The creative side, which was necessary to allow her to pass for human in social situations, generated what she believed to be a sensation of pleasure that radiated throughout her, a mild electromagnetic tingle that she somehow found pleasant. A stronger surge of the same current would be less pleasant, and the amperage could become high enough to be dangerous.
“Damn, girl,” Cody said. “If I didn’t know if for sure it was you, I’d think you were somebody else altogether.”
“That’s the idea,” Esmeralda said. “When I meet with Senator Clark, this is the appearance that is most likely to draw him in and make him desire to be alone with me. Afterward, I’ll change my hair and eye color, size and appearance so that any witnesses or observers won’t be able to recognize me as I leave.”
“But what about your clothes? I don’t care what color your hair is, that green jacket is going to stand out anywhere.”
Esmeralda took the jacket off and dropped it onto the bed, then stood and looked at Cody as her pants and shirt changed colors. Instead of the dark green slacks and brown sleeveless shirt, she was suddenly wearing blue jeans and a tank top.
Cody let out another whistle. “That is awesome,” he said. “You look completely different, that quick, and you haven’t even started working on changing your face or anything. That’s an incredible ability.” He licked his lips and looked at her again. “Can I ask a question?”
“Of course,” she said. “Wally has informed me that all members of our team are authorized to ask any question they like about me.”
Cody’s face turned slightly red. “Well, I’m really just curious, but—well, Wally said you’re designed to be just exactly like a real woman, right?”
“Yes,” Esmeralda said. “If I understand your question correctly, the answer is that I am anatomically correct and fully functional. I am capable of engaging in sexual intercourse with a human, and designed to have physiological and emotional responses that are consistent with pleasure, intimacy and orgasm.”
Cody was staring at her. “Uh-huh,” he said. “I—I kinda got that the other day. The thing is, I’m just curious, but—I mean, you could look like any woman you wanted, right?”
“Within certain limitations, yes. I could adjust my appearance to be very similar to that of Britney Spears or Taylor Swift, but there are limitations that would prevent me from being a complete and absolute duplicate. For example, Taylor Swift is five feet, ten inches tall. The tallest height I can achieve while still retaining proportions that will look human is five feet and nine inches. To go any taller would require me to extend my spine and neck in ways that would no longer look natural.”
Cody stood there and stared mutely at her for a moment, then shook himself and picked up her jacket for her again. She had returned her clothing to its previous color, and slipping the jacket back on had brought her right back to the way she had looked stepping out of the bathroom.
“Okay, then,” Cody said. “Everything is set. The senator is going to be waiting for you near the hotel restaurant, and we already called for a taxi to take you there. You can keep us aware of what’s going on by using our subcoms, of course, so we can be ready to come pick you up or create a distraction if necessary while you get away. We’ll be close by the whole time, and you can let us know if we need to come in and take care of anything.”
“I don’t anticipate any problems. I’m far stronger than he is, and there are many subroutines in my programming that are designed to let me take control of any situation.”
Cody grinned. “Okay, then,” he said. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
They left the room and knocked quickly on the door of the one Marco and Renée were sharing. The two of them came out and Marco whistled when he saw Esmeralda.
“I do decla-yuh,” he said, his Cajun accent bursting forth, “you do be a sight to behold, chère. That Senator, he gon’ be blowed away!”
“I plan to be rather flirtatious,” Esmeralda said. “I hope to entice him to make the first move, and then let him take me somewhere alone so that I can complete the mission.”
“I think you’ll do fine,” Renée said as they waited for the elevator. “You know, I was actually one of your designers. I’ll admit that back when we started, I was never really convinced we were going to accomplish what we set out to do, but you—you are far more than we ever planned to create.”
“I knew that you were involved in the original planning stages,” Esmeralda said. “Wally allowed me to download all of the files related to my creation when he became convinced that I was developing actual self-awareness. I personally believe that it helped me to see myself as a person, and there is a part of me that thinks of Wally and yourself as a kind of parental influence. I know there were many others involved in my programming and construction, but Wally says it was you who gave him some of the best ideas.”
Renée grinned. “Wally likes to stretch the truth a bit, sometimes,” she said. “As I recall, most of my contribution was some ideas regarding your skin and simulated life signs. I remember sketching out your circulatory system, and I got to work with some very intelligent engineers to put it all together.”
“And I appreciate it,” Esmeralda replied. “Your network of micro-sensors and capillaries throughout my skin make it possible for me to enjoy many sensations that no other robot has ever known. Sometimes I actually feel my own pulse, just to help me think of myself as being alive.”
The elevator opened and the four of them stepped inside. Marco pressed the button for the lobby and they rode it down, then he, Renée and Cody made a point of ignoring Esmeralda as she sat down just inside the main entrance to wait for the taxi to appear. The three of them entered the gift shop and browsed around as they kept an eye on her.
A few moments later, a yellow cab pulled up out front and Esmeralda got up and walked out the door. She slid into the backseat of the cab and told the driver to take her to the Marriott Capitol Hill, the hotel where Senator Clark was staying, and where he had suggested they meet in the hotel restaurant. The driver, a Frenchman in his mid-twenties, looked her over appreciatively and then put the car in gear. He turned on the meter as he pulled away from the hotel.
The traffic was typical of Washington, and the fact that it was rush hour wasn’t helping anything. It took almost an hour to make the six-mile journey, but Esmeralda had taken the traffic patterns into her planning. She had insisted on leaving quite a bit earlier than most people would have considered necessary, just to compensate for that problem.
She tipped the driver generously as she got out of the car, and then stepped inside the restaurant. She recognized Senator Clark instantly, standing just inside the door, but put on a show of looking for him inside the restaurant. When he touched her arm, she jumped and spun to look into his face, pressing her hands to her chest and breathing rapidly.
“Oh! Senator Clark, you startled me,” she said. “I didn’t see you when I came in.” She forced a smile onto her face again, then held out a hand. “I’m Sophie Moses,” she said, “from Brinkman and Gordon Associates.”
“I’m sorry, my dear,” the senator said, his smile wide as he shook hands with her. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I spotted you when you came in, and I see what you mean about how bright that green jacket is. That would definitely be hard to miss.”
She giggled. “That’s why I chose it,” she said. “I mean, I know what you look like, of course, but I wanted to make sure you knew I was the one you were supposed to be meeting. Does that make any sense?”
Clark chuckled. “It’s fine,” he said. “I arranged a table out on the terrace. The evening is warm, I thought it might be a little more pleasant out there.”
Esmeralda glanced toward the terrace exit, and then turned back to him. “Oh, that would be lovely,” she said. “I can’t tell you how excited I was when they told me I got to bring the papers to you. My dad says you’re the closest thing to a real statesman that we have nowadays, and he thinks you should run for president.” She caused her cheeks to redden slightly and looked down toward the floor for a second. “I’d vote for you.”
Still smiling, Clark took her arm and motioned to the hostess that they were going out to the terrace. There was no one else sitting outside, which suited Clark perfectly. This young woman was obviously enamored of him, and who was he to deprive her of what she wanted?
They settled on a table that was furthest from the door, under a tree that hung down low so they had even more privacy. Clark held Esmeralda’s chair as she sat down, then slid into his own. A server came to take their orders, and Esmeralda did not object when Clark ordered the filet mignon for both of them.
When the server had gone, Esmeralda nervously held out the envelope full of papers that she was carrying, but Clark waved it away.
“That can wait,” he said. “To be honest, I’m sort of curious about you. You see, when you called me about bringing the papers out, I was a little confused at first. I wasn’t sure what your law firm has to do with anything related to the gun-control bills. On the other hand, I’m an old lawyer myself, so I knew some of the partners up there and I gave them a call. I asked them if they knew you, and only one of them said he recognized your name.” There was a sudden twinkle in his eye. “Care to guess which one?”
Esmeralda bit her bottom lip and let her cheeks flush. “I think that would be Alan Gordon,” she said softly. “Am I right?”
“Indeed you are. I understand you and Mr. Gordon have been good friends for a while now, is that right?”
Keeping the blush in her cheeks, Esmeralda managed a smile. “I think we’re friends,” she said, “but it’s more than just that. We have—let’s just say we have some mutual interests, and we enjoy expressing those interests together, but not exclusively so.” She tilted her face downward and looked at him from under the hair that fell across it.
Clark nodded, and his eyes betrayed the lust he was feeling as they roamed up and down Esmeralda’s body. “He said pretty much the same thing,” he said. “He also suggested that we might find some mutual interests of our own.”
Esmeralda touched her upper lip with her tongue, then shot him a coquettish smile. “You are kinda hot,” she said. “Can I be honest? I think my dad is right, you are one of the best people we’ve got in the Senate. I’ve watched you on television a few times, when you’re really letting them have it about how the country is going to hell.” She giggled and then lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Kinda turns me on.”
Clark leaned his elbows on the table and winked at her. “You turn me on,” he said. “Maybe after dinner, if you like, we could go up to my room and discuss some possibilities?”
“I was kind of hoping you might suggest something like that,” she said, her smile more flirtatious than ever.
* * *
“She’s really good at this,” Cody said. “I’d swear she really does have the hots for him, just listening to this.”
He was sitting behind the wheel of their car, with Marco and Renée. All three of them were listening by subcom to what Esmeralda was doing and saying, and she had cranked up the sensitivity so they could hear Senator Clark just as easily.
“She says that most of her responses are still coming out of her programming,” Marco said. “All I can say is they must’ve had some bodacious programmers working on her software. It doesn’t matter what situation she gets into, she’s always got a response ready.”
“I think that’s just all part of life, for her,” Renée said. “I mean, we all get programmed by our environment as we grow up—she just took a shortcut through the whole process.”
They were parked less than half a mile away from the Marriott, just watching and waiting in case Esmeralda needed any kind of help at all. So far she seemed to be completely in control, and all three of them were relaxed.
The tap on the passenger side front window caused all three to jump, and Marco suddenly had a small black pistol in his hand. He spun and looked through the window, and then allowed a curse to escape him. He holstered the pistol and opened the door.
“What the hell are you doing here?” he asked. “Last I heard, you were supposed to be on your way to England about now?”
Mark McCullers grinned at him. “What can I say, mate?” he asked. “Been a slight change in plans. The Dragon Lady pulled a couple of fast ones, you see, and my team suddenly got new IDs and then we were switched over to Homeland Security. Seems our new bosses don’t know where we came from, just that we got transferred in from one of the other alphabet soups, but that’s how we ended up in DC on such a lovely evening.”
Marco stared at him. “But why? What are you supposed to be doing here?”
“Well, it seems we are the security team watching Senator Clark. The Dragon Lady told us to make contact with whatever team came for him. I saw Ms. Esmeralda moving in on our man, so it doesn’t take a lot of thought to know that she’s making her move tonight. Funny, that, I expected it would be at least a few more days. I’ve been pissing and moaning, acting as if I’m trying to get us transferred off this assignment. I didn’t want to have to put on a show of trying to stop you blokes.”
“Where’s the rest of your team?” Marco asked. “If they make a move on Esmeralda…”
“Oh, tosh,” Mark said. “We still work for the same folks, don’t worry. If anything, my people will run interference if she needs it.”
“Well, nothing is going to happen too quickly,” Marco said. “She hopes to go up to his room after dinner, but she doesn’t want to push him too soon. If he gets the feeling she’s trying to get him alone, he might get suspicious and blow her off.”
“He would,” Mark said. “He’s the type. As long as he’s in control, he’s convinced the girl is swooning at his feet, but if she shows any aggression at all, any desire to have power over the relationship, then he’s gone like a rocket.”
“Yeah, she knows. All we can do is wait, see how it goes.”
“All right, good,” Mark said. “I’m guessing you blokes have a way to monitor what’s happening?”
“Yes, through the subcoms. We can hear everything she says, as well as what he says.”
“Any way you can share that with us?” Mark asked. “I’ve got Rocky trying to watch them from down the street, but he can’t pick up any audio.”
“Not really any way to share it,” Marco said, and then he turned to look at the other man. “To be honest, I’m not a hundred percent certain I trust you just yet. How come Noah didn’t tell us you would be staying here for a while?”
“Because he hasn’t been told yet,” Mark said. “Parker was supposed to make the arrangements for that sometime today, but that’s all I know at the moment.”
“And how was he supposed to do that? Last I heard, our place is on a communications lockdown.”
“All we really know is that he has some way to get messages to you guys, but that it’s on a need-to-know basis and naturally, we don’t need to know.”
Marco nodded. “Sounds about right,” he said. “So you might as well just relax, and we will let you know if there’s any problems.”
Mark nodded. “All right,” he said. “I’m sure you’re far more likely to know if something goes wrong than we are, so I’m going to keep a close eye on you. Likewise, if Rocky spots something before you, we’ll share it. We are on the same team, mate. Let’s not forget that, shall we?”
“I know it,” Marco said. “Just make sure everybody plays the part they are assigned.”
“Oh, yes, and speaking of that,” Mark went on. “It seems you are going to have a new assignment, now. Once this mission is complete, you are to have Esmeralda call the number I’m texting to you now. It’s a secure line that will put her directly in touch with Allison, because she says she has a special mission for you.”
Marco’s eyebrows rose. “Special mission? I thought we were supposed to be avoiding any contact with her?”
“Don’t look at me, mate,” Mark said. “I’m just the bloody messenger.”




TWELVE

It wasn’t often that Noah wasn’t sure how things had reached a certain point, but this was one of those moments. He was driving the Bentley, pushing the car for everything it had while still keeping it in his own lane, and instead of having Sarah beside him in the passenger seat, she was in the backseat between Jenny and Molly. Wally was riding shotgun, looking nervously over the seat from time to time, then turning to look back at the road ahead.
“Did you call ahead to let the hospital know you’re coming?” he asked Noah for the fourth time.
“Yes. I made that call as soon as I knew it was time, while Sarah was in the shower.”
“And the doctor, did you get hold of the doctor?”
“The doctor works at the hospital, and will be notified. She’ll be there by the time we arrive, I’m sure.”
“And you got Sarah’s bag, right? It’s got all the stuff for the baby in it, besides her own clothes and stuff.”
“It’s in the trunk,” Noah said.
“Boot,” Wally said. “We’re in England, so it’s the boot.”
“It’s there, whatever you call it.”
Wally fell silent again for a couple of moments, then he suddenly glanced over the seat at Sarah’s sweating face and turned back to Noah again.
“You did call the hospital, right? They know we’re coming?”
“They know,” Noah said. “Everything is under control, Wally.”
“I know, I know,” Wally said, “I just can’t help being a worrywart. You know, it’s almost like I’m going to be a grandpa. And speaking of that, have you let Allison know the baby is coming?”
“I don’t have a way to contact her,” Noah said, “and under the current circumstances, there’s no way she could get here. Hopefully things will smooth over and she will be able to come and spend some time with us and the baby before too long, but I can’t risk compromising the situation just to tell her my child is being born.”
“She’ll never forgive you,” Wally said. “Okay, that’s an exaggeration, she’ll forgive you, but it might take a year or two. Noah, you have to find some way to let her know. She rewrote a dozen different rules for you guys, for you and Sarah. Did you know that in the original rules, the ones copied off the KGB, any female agent who got pregnant was required to sign away all rights to the child, or be terminated after it was born? Allison cared so much about you and Sarah that she ripped out that rule when you started talking about getting married. And we’re not even going to talk about how many rules she had to cut out to let that happen.”
Noah glanced at him, then turned his eyes back to the road. “I don’t have any way to contact her directly,” Noah said. “However, Catherine Potts does. Be quiet while I make a phone call.”
He took out his phone and punched the speed dial icon for Catherine Potts, an image of a little old lady holding a flower. She answered on the second ring.
“Why, hello, Travis,” she said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Forces of nature,” Noah said. “An heir to the Lightner fortune is about to make his entrance into the world.”
There was silence on the other end of the line for about two seconds, and then Catherine Potts let out a squeal. “The baby is coming?” she asked.
“Yes. We are on the way to St. Thomas Hospital on Westminster Bridge Road. ETA is about forty more minutes. Can you make contact with your girlfriend out west, let her know?”
“You’ve got it, luv,” Catherine said. “I’ll take care of that right now, and see you at the hospital.”
She was gone instantly, and Noah put the phone away.
“She’ll let Allison know. She’s coming to the hospital, as well. Molly?”
From the backseat, Molly looked up at Noah, and he saw the excitement in her eyes through the rearview mirror. “Yes, Noah?”
“I’m going to have to leave it to you to ride herd on all the extra personnel,” Noah said. “I’m the only one they’re going to allow back into the delivery room, so the rest of you are going to have to wait. I’ll leave the keys to the car with you, so you can get around the city if you need to.”
“I’ll handle it, Noah, don’t worry,” Molly said. “You just make sure you take care of our girl.”
“I’ll take care of both of them,” Noah said.
In the mirror, Sarah’s eyes met Noah’s. “Both of who?” she demanded.
“Both you and our daughter,” Noah said.
Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “But we decided not to ask what sex the baby was,” she said. “Why do you think it’s a girl?”
“Because the doctor slipped the other day,” Noah said. “When she was telling you the baby might come sooner, she said we might be ‘celebrating her arrival’ sooner than we expected. It looked like she was trying to bite her tongue right after, so I think it was just an accidental slip.”
“You knew that all this time, and you didn’t tell me?” Sarah made a sound of exasperation. “That’s just not fair, Noah. And how come I didn’t catch that?”
“You were about to panic at the thought that you might’ve already been in labor,” Noah said. “I think the relief of not being in labor just yet had hit you pretty hard, so you probably just didn’t notice.”
“Relax, Sarah,” Jenny said. “He’s Noah, he notices everything.”
Sarah started to say something, and then it sounded like she was gasping for breath.
“That’s another one,” Molly yelled. “Only ten minutes since the last one.”
“They’re coming closer together,” Jenny said. “Noah, don’t waste any time. This kid is on the way!”
* * *
They pulled in at the hospital at just after midnight, and Sarah was rushed into an exam room with Noah beside her while Molly took care of all the paperwork. She had planned ahead and had all of the information on the identities that Noah and Sarah used, including their corporate health insurance information. Jenny and Wally were sent to the waiting room, where they found Catherine Potts.
“Where is Noah?” Catherine asked.
“He went with Sarah, of course,” Jenny replied. “Why? Something wrong?”
Catherine grinned. “I don’t think so,” she said. “In fact, I suspect this might have been a cue that some people were waiting for. I was just informed that Allison Peterson is going to be replaced as head of the CIA in the morning and will arrive at Heathrow by diplomatic courier tomorrow afternoon.” She suddenly glanced at her wristwatch. “Actually, make that this afternoon. It’s tomorrow already.”
Jenny and Wally looked at one another, then turned back to Catherine.
“Allison is coming here?” Wally asked. “But won’t that compromise everything?”
“Not according to her,” Catherine said. “I understand that she’ll be an entirely new person when she arrives.”
Wally’s eyes went wide, but he didn’t ask any more questions.
Doctor Mahindra had already arrived by the time they got there, and was smiling as she entered the room.
“I told you I would see you soon,” she said. She looked at the paperwork the nurse had completed showing Sarah’s vital signs and other information relevant to the delivery, then nodded and smiled again. “Everything is looking good. I think you will be a mommy very soon. Are you ready for that?”
“Trust me, I’m ready,” Sarah said. She grimaced as another contraction struck.
“Contractions are coming steady already,” the doctor said. “For your first baby, this is happening much more quickly than I anticipated.” She turned to a nurse and started issuing instructions, and a few moments later Sarah was being wheeled down the hall toward the actual birthing room.
* * *
“Are you ready, then?” Senator Clark asked as the waiter returned his credit card. “We can go on up to my room and get business out of the way, then get to know each other a little better.”
“I’d love that,” Esmeralda said. “I just—I mean, it won’t get you in any trouble, will it?”
“Not as long as we’re both discreet,” he replied. He got to his feet, then held her chair as she rose. He took her arm and they left the restaurant and went directly toward the elevator.
Inside her head, Esmeralda’s computer brain designated a portion of itself to hack into the building’s security system. In less than a quarter of a second, she was visualizing all of the views from all the security cameras throughout the building. She located the one just outside the restaurant and began recording what it saw. Then, using a sophisticated program designed specifically for her, she carefully edited herself out of the video and fed it back to the security system. There were no cameras inside the restaurant, so there would be no evidence linking her to the senator.
As they rode up to his floor, Esmeralda watched the senator closely. He was displaying all the physiological signs of arousal, and she was carefully matching them with her own. He was still holding on to her arm, and his hand was caressing it gently. He only stopped when the elevator arrived at his floor and the doors began to open, but there was no one there. He grinned at her, then led her down the hall to his room.
Esmeralda used the same record-and-edit technique on the security cameras on that floor, as well as the one in the elevator, and even edited some of the senator’s movements, such as when he was touching her arm. There would be no record of her entering or leaving the elevator with the senator, or going into his room.
Once they were inside, he took off his jacket and tossed it onto a chair, then went to the minibar. “Would you like a drink?” he asked her.
“Sure,” she said. “Whatever you’ve got.”
“I make a mean martini,” he said with a grin. She stood by and watched as he mixed the drinks, then poured them into glasses and handed one to her. He held out his own and she touched hers to it. “To us,” he said. “May our future be long and delightful.”
Esmeralda giggled and took a sip of her martini. The alcohol would have no effect on her, and she would simply evacuate it later along with the food she had eaten, but she made a point of nodding appreciatively.
“This is very good,” she said. “I probably shouldn’t drink too much, though. I tend to fall asleep when it starts to hit me, and I’d really like to stay awake.”
Clark chuckled. “We’ll limit ourselves to one, then,” he said. “Now, you had some paperwork for me?”
“Oh, yes,” she said, acting as if she had almost forgotten the package under her arm. “It’s about the gun-control bill. I’m not really sure what’s in it, they just told me to bring it to you.”
“Then it can still wait,” he said. He took the large envelope from her and tossed it onto the chair beside his jacket, then stepped closer to her. “Sophie, I don’t recall that I’ve ever seen you before. Have you been with the firm long?”
“A couple of years. I’m actually in the secretarial pool, but they needed somebody to play courier tonight and I got the job.” She giggled again. “When they told me I was coming to see you, I confess I got excited. Is that bad?”
“Not from my point of view. After all, the good Lord made us the way we are for a reason, right? If he didn’t want us to be attracted to one another, he would have designed a different method for ensuring the propagation of the species.”
He had led her gently toward the bed, and now he reached out and took her glass, setting it beside his own on the nightstand. She looked up at him for a moment, and then moved toward him when he reached out to put his arms around her.
The earlier conversations about intimacy were floating through her mind, and she decided to learn a bit more about it while she had the opportunity. When he leaned down to kiss her, she closed her eyes and raised her face to receive it.
Inside her brain, the computer was running through all the potential scenarios that began with a kiss, and she responded with a low moan and a smile, keeping her eyes closed. “Oh, that was nice,” she said.
“That’s only the beginning,” Clark said. He slipped her jacket off her shoulders and laid it on another chair, then caressed her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “Are you ready for more?”
She nodded without speaking, and his fingers moved to the buttons on her blouse. She kept her eyes closed and continued smiling as he opened each button slowly, then slipped the shirt off of her. He pulled her close again and she felt him pop the bra loose with one hand, and then it was gone, as well.
His hands found her breasts and the delicate sensors in her nipples came to life. Her computer brain had been programmed to regard most sensations from them as pleasant, and she found that she was enjoying these current ones.
She put her hands on his chest and felt his muscles, realizing he was a man who worked out regularly. While this had no effect on her directly, she knew it was something most women tended to like, so she affected an expression of appreciation. When he didn’t object, she began to unbutton his own shirt and a moment later he helped her to get it off of him.
He turned her to the bed and pushed her down onto it, then slowly removed the rest of her clothing. Esmeralda carefully analyzed every sensation, from the feel of her pants sliding off her legs to the gentle touches he gave to other parts of her body. Within only a moment, they were both naked on the bed, and Esmeralda followed his lead as he brought them to his ultimate goal.
When it was over, she was somewhat amazed at how well the programming had interpreted all of the sensations. The pleasure response she was programmed for had built up to a crescendo that had finally crashed over her, like a wave crashing over the beach, and she knew that this was her own approximation of an orgasm. She had appreciated it immensely, and realized it was something she hoped to enjoy again.
For the moment, however, she had a mission to complete. She had slipped the poison pill out of her pocket while Clark had been busy with her breasts, and had slid it under the pillow when he pushed her down onto the bed. Now, as he lay beside her panting, she reached out and grabbed it, squeezing it and applying its contents to her lips. She swallowed the capsule so there would be no evidence of it in the room.
“That was wonderful,” she said. “Even better than I had imagined.”
Clark chuckled. “I’m glad to hear that,” he said. “Give me a moment to rest, and we can do it again.”
She smiled as she looked at him. “I’d like that,” she said. “And you, sir, are a wonderful kisser.”
He chuckled again, then leaned close and pressed his lips to hers once more. The kiss was long and slow, and when he finally broke from it he lay beside her with his head propped on his arm and just looked at her.
“You’re not so bad yourself,” he said. “I could do this all day long.”
Esmeralda rolled over and put a hand on his chest. He tousled her hair, not realizing that she was actually feeling his heart rate as she waited for the increased heart rhythm to begin.
It was only a moment later when she felt the beating of his heart grow stronger and faster. Within seconds, his heart was racing and he was gasping for breath.
“I don’t—I don’t know what’s happening,” he said. “I think maybe you were a bit too much for me.”
“It’ll be over soon,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.”
The tachycardia grew even faster, and it was only because of her computer brain that she could count the beats so well. When they reached over two hundred and forty beats per minute, his face turned bright red and his eyes began to roll up in his head.
“I think—I think—I think you need to call…”
His heart stopped, suddenly and without warning. It had peaked out at more than two hundred and eighty beats per minute, and a rattling sound came from his throat as death claimed him.
Esmeralda looked calmly at his face for another moment, then got up and found her clothing. She dressed herself quickly and then made certain changes to her appearance, including shifting the color of her clothing the way she had shown Cody earlier. When she put on her jacket, she turned it inside out so that it was black, now, instead of green.
After making sure there was nothing that could lead back to her, she stepped out of the room and walked toward the elevator, once again editing the security video as she went. If Clark had been under any kind of surveillance, his bodyguards had not been doing their jobs very well. She rode the elevator down to the main lobby and walked out the front door without any interference, then hailed a taxi.
She told the driver to take her to a nightclub, and he pulled away from the curb. As he did so, she activated the subcom software.
“Esmeralda to Marco,” she said without an audible word. “Mission accomplished. Meet me at the rendezvous point for pickup.”
“Marco to Esmeralda, understood. Any problems?”
“None at all,” she said. “No sign of any protection for him.”
“Yeah, well, there’s a story behind that. We’ll fill you in when we see you.”
The taxi dropped her off a few minutes later and she went inside, preferring not to stand out in the parking lot. She spotted the sign for the restrooms and went directly to the ladies’ room, then went into a stall and got rid of the food and drink she had consumed. While she did so, she connected to Noah once again.
“Cinderella to Camelot,” she sent.
“This is Camelot,” Noah said again. “Cinderella, report.”
“My mission is complete. My target has been eliminated in the manner we discussed. Do you have any further orders?”
“Yes. Remain in place and keep contact with Pegasus, in case he needs your help. Try to avoid being seen any more than necessary, and be careful about where you go in the city. Stay away from any of the major government institutions.”
“Understood. I will report again when I have more information to give you.”
“Hold on,” Noah said. “You can also tell Marco and everyone else that Sarah is in the hospital. She is giving birth to the baby tonight.”
“Congratulations, Noah. I’ll be happy to relay that information.”
“Very good. Keep your subcom software active in case I need to reach you. Noah out.”
The nightclub had been prearranged as the rendezvous point, and Cody drove them toward it at a leisurely pace. When they pulled in, there was no sign of Esmeralda in the parking lot, so Marco called to her through the subcoms.
“Marco to Esmeralda,” he said. “We are here, where are you?”
“I’ll be right out,” she said. “I wasn’t sure how long you would be and I wanted to be as inconspicuous as I could, so I came inside and went to the ladies’ room. I’m coming out now.”
A few seconds later they saw her leave the nightclub and Cody pulled up toward the entryway. She slid into the backseat beside Renée and Cody drove away.
“So, no problems?” Marco asked.
“Not at all,” she said. “Everything went exactly according to plan.”
“Very good. You check in with Noah yet?”
“Yes, I did,” Esmeralda said. “And I’m supposed to let you all know that Sarah is at the hospital, and in labor. The baby will be born sometime tonight.”
Renée’s eyes went wide and Marco spun around to look at her. “Tonight? Damn, that’s not fair. We wanted to be there for that.”
“Noah says we are to wait for Pegasus to finish their part of the mission. If he has any problems, he may need us for backup. We are also to avoid going near any government institutions, and avoid being seen as much as possible.”
“That makes sense,” Marco said. “And speaking of which, I’m going to let Ralph know that you’ve already completed your end.” He took out his phone and dialed Ralph’s number.
“Hello?” Ralph said as he answered the phone.
“Hey, kid,” Marco said. “It’s the Cajun. Wanted to let you know that, uh, our girl already got her cake baked. How’s yours coming along?”
“We haven’t even gotten started,” Ralph said. “I’m going to start shopping for the ingredients in the morning, try to pick the best deals I can get. No worry, I’ll be done in a few days.”
“Yeah, no problem. Just wanted to let you know. It’s possible you might have a little trouble getting everything you need for a day or two, but then things ought to go back to normal.”
“Yeah, I can imagine. Some of the ingredients might be a little hard to get to right now. I take it her cake looks pretty normal?”
“About as normal as you can get. It all came together without a hitch, and we’ve already cleaned up the kitchen.”
“Sounds good,” Ralph said. “I’ll let you know when ours comes out of the oven.”
They said goodbye and ended the call, and Marco turned back to Esmeralda. “Now, I’ve got a little news for you,” he said. “Team Aladdin is here, doing some undercover stuff for Allison. They were actually transferred over to DHS to be the security for Senator Clark. They saw you going in with him, and decided to just let you do your thing, of course.”
Esmeralda looked at him for a moment, and Marco got the impression she was thinking about how to process that information, but he knew it wouldn’t take her that long.
“Okay,” she said at last. “Do we have a way to contact them?”
“Yeah, Mark gave me his current phone number. Any reason we need them?”
“Not that I’m aware of at the moment, but we never know what might change. If anything goes wrong for Pegasus, it might take all of us to fix the situation.”
Marco nodded deferentially. “Okay,” he said. “You’re the boss on this one. However, we do have one more thing. Mark said Allison has a special assignment for us, and you’re supposed to call a number he gave me. Are we ready for that?”
“Allison Peterson has a mission for us? Give me the number, and let me call.”
Marco read it off to her and Esmeralda processed the call through her computer brain. It rang three times before it was answered, and she heard Allison’s voice.
“This is Madame Draco,” she said. “Who is calling?”
“This is Esmeralda. We were given this number and told to call for further orders.”
“Excellent,” Allison said. “This line is extremely secure on my end, and I’m certain yours is. The orders I’m about to give you will seem pretty strange, but I need you to carry them out as soon as possible. Are you ready?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Esmeralda said. “Please go ahead.”
“I will be leaving my office in thirty-five minutes,” Allison said. “I need you to arrange for me to be run off the road, and leave all possible signs of an abduction. I’ve decided running the CIA isn’t for me, so the president and I have come up with something new. Do you think you can handle it?”
“Yes,” Esmeralda said. “Please send me information regarding how you will be leaving and how you want the abduction to appear.”
“That’s easy enough,” Allison said. “I’m driving away in my car, which is a new Lincoln Continental. If you get to the parking lot before I leave, you’ll be able to spot me as I pull out. Follow me out toward Annandale and be ready when I crash the car. Any questions?”
“No questions. From our location, it will take us about twenty-two minutes to get there. We’ll be ready when you come out the door.”
The line went dead, and Esmeralda looked at Marco. “Change in plans,” she said. “We are going to kidnap the director of the CIA.”
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Allison left the building right on schedule and got into her car, backing out of her parking space and cruising to the security gate. The security guard confirmed that she was leaving and opened the gate, and she turned onto the road and headed south.
She hadn’t gone more than a quarter mile when she spotted the tail. There was no doubt in her mind that it was Esmeralda and her team, and she liked the way they were staying back just far enough to not be conspicuous.
She turned onto another road that would take her by a more scenic route, one that was basically rural with lots of trees and fields. She had picked the spot for her accident carefully, and made sure that she didn’t lose the car behind her as she whipped through the curvy road. When she was coming up on her chosen location, she suddenly floored the accelerator and drove directly off the road into a stand of trees.
Most of the trees were fairly small and snapped out of the way, but with enough impact to set off her airbag. When the car came to a stop a few yards later, she shook off the dazed feeling quickly and got out of the car.
Marco and Cody were running toward her.
“Ma’am?” Marco asked. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” she said. “Might have a sore nose and a bit of a headache for a few days, but I’ll be okay.”
The two men each took hold of one arm and helped her back to their car. Allison got into the back with Esmeralda moving to the middle of the backseat, and she grinned when she saw Renée.
“How’s everybody?” she asked.
“We’re doing fine,” Esmeralda said. “May I ask the reason for this ruse?”
“Yeah, and it’s simple,” Allison said. “With all the fuss going on about E & E, I’ve suddenly become a liability to the president. He and I talked it over and decided that I need to go back to doing what I do best, which is running the assassins. We’re going to go back into business, but based out of your place in England. The president wants me there running it personally, so we had to create a situation that allowed him to get rid of me without it looking too obvious.”
“So, the story will be that you were abducted, right?”
“Yes, but only temporarily. Since I was obviously kidnapped by terrorists, and the US does not negotiate with terrorists, they will write me off and in a few days a story will be released showing that I have been killed. Somebody new takes over at the CIA, and I’m free to rejoin my family.”
“Your family?” Esmeralda asked.
“You bet,” Allison said. “Noah and his team, those are my family. Did you honestly think I was going to have a grandbaby I would never get to see?”
“But, how do we get you out of the US?” Renée asked.
“Already arranged,” Allison said. “There’s a diplomatic flight leaving from Camp David in about two hours, and I have to be on it. That’ll take me to Heathrow, and I’m sure we can figure out something from there.”
Marco groaned. “That only leaves the question of how we get you onto Camp David,” he said. “That’s an awful lot of security to get through, and we don’t exactly have that kind of clearance.”
Allison reached into a pocket and produced a stack of laminated ID cards. Three of them had photos of Marco, Renée and Cody on them, and the fourth had a photo that resembled Esmeralda but with red hair. A fifth one had a photo of Allison herself wearing a blonde wig, which she pulled from inside her shirt and began putting onto her head.
“Esmeralda?” Allison asked. “Can you do that shade of red?”
Esmeralda looked at the photo ID for a moment, and then her hair began to change color. Within seconds, it matched the photo both in length and color, and Renée muttered something under her breath about it being unfair. A few seconds later, using a compact mirror to be sure she was getting the results she wanted, the coloring on Esmeralda’s face also changed to match the makeup patterns on the photo.
“Those IDs will get us onto Camp David,” Allison said. “Mine says that I am Lieutenant Colonel Janet Hogan from the US Army, and there are orders waiting at Camp David that say I’m being assigned to the US Embassy in London as an assistant to the military attaché. As far as you guys, you are simply my escort. Your job is to get me there and drop me off, that’s all.”
“But what’s going on? You said the president has authorized this?”
“Yes, Marco,” Allison said. “Government Watch has put too much pressure on the president for giving me the CIA assignment in the first place, especially since they’ve come up with plenty of evidence that I was running E & E. We thought about simply reassigning me somewhere else, but we both agree that I need to get back to doing what I do best, which is managing the teams. We know that Noah has been setting up an entirely new operation in Guildford, and the president decided that’s where I need to be working. By having me abducted, we accomplish three things at once. First, I’m out of the way and he can appoint somebody new to the CIA; second, since I’ll never be rescued or found, it brings an end to my Allison Peterson identity so that it’s not such a liability anymore; and third, Government Watch is going to catch all the flak over my abduction, because they are the ones who put my name out there. It should do some damage to their reputation as whistleblowers, and might even give the Justice Department a chance to shut them down.”
Marco was silent for a moment, then he nodded. “That’s bold, and kind of slick. But won’t the people at Camp David realize it’s you that got on that plane?”
Allison began stripping out of her clothes, and that’s when they realized she was wearing a flight jumpsuit underneath. She used her shirt to wipe off the makeup from her face, then tossed it over the back of the seat.
“All they are going to see is a short colonel with a bad temper,” she said. “They aren’t going to pay much attention other than that.”
Marco shook his head. “Does Noah know that you’re coming?”
“He should be aware of it by now,” Allison said. “And if not, he will be soon.”
“Should I notify him?” Esmeralda asked.
“I already sent word, and he’s got a lot more on his plate to worry about right now. You all heard that the baby is coming tonight, right?”
“Yes, we did,” Renée said. “I’m pissed off that we aren’t there.”
Allison nodded. “Join the club,” she said. “I was counting on getting to play grandma, but now I have to ditch my whole life to accomplish it.” She broke into a smile. “On the other hand, I bet it’ll be worth it.”
Cody called up directions to Camp David on the GPS and got moving. The map said it was fifty-eight miles, but estimated almost an hour and forty minutes to get there, counting dealing with several traffic lights along the way. Since he was supposed to keep a low profile, Cody kept the speedometer hovering just a little over the speed limit, and made the trip in just barely over ninety minutes.
The guards on the gate looked their IDs over closely, then waved them on inside. Another guard jumped into a Jeep to show them where to go and Cody followed. He was expecting the guard to lead them to an airport or runway, but instead they pulled up at a clearing where a large helicopter sat idling.
“That doesn’t look like a jet,” he said.
“Of course not,” Allison said. “This will take me to the secret airstrip at one of the small private airports. Just relax, Cody, everything’s okay.”
She climbed out of the car and was met by two uniformed soldiers. They checked her ID carefully, then escorted her directly to the helicopter while the guard in the Jeep motioned for Cody to follow him back to the gate. Cody gave him a thumbs up and they were off once again.
None of them spoke about what had happened until they were clear of Camp David.
“Does anybody besides me get the feeling that the world is starting to fall apart?” Marco asked.
Renée nodded. “Sometimes, yeah,” she said. “I’m never really sure who’s in charge of what anymore.”
* * *
Noah had come to the conclusion that giving birth was one of the most intense things he had ever seen. After more than six hours in labor that reminded him of various torture techniques, the doctor told Sarah that she probably still had at least that much time to go. That resulted in Sarah making some comments toward himself that he was certain were motivated mostly by the pain she was suffering, rather than any genuine desire to remove certain parts of his anatomy.
Noah decided to give the others an update, and went to find them in the waiting room. Jenny and Molly were curled up asleep in chairs, while Wally and Catherine were sitting at a table playing poker with a couple of other men. When they looked up and saw him, they excused themselves from the game momentarily.
“Hey, Noah,” Wally said. “How’s it going back there?”
“It’s taking a while,” Noah said. “I’ve read about the childbirth process, but actually seeing it is another thing altogether. Sarah is in a lot of pain, and there’s nothing I can do about it.”
“This will pass,” Catherine said. “The agony of childbirth is nothing compared to the joys of motherhood. When it’s over and you’re holding your baby, suddenly it’s all worth it.”
“I hope so,” Noah said. “At the moment, Sarah can’t seem to decide whether she wants to shoot me or castrate me.”
Wally giggled. “That comes with the territory,” he said. “My wife Glenda, God rest her soul, gave me three wonderful sons and a daughter, and made me swear after each one was born that I would never touch her again.” He shrugged. “She always changed her mind a few days later.”
Noah nodded. “I understand. As I said, I read up on childbirth so I know that the animosity of the mother toward the father is normal, but that doesn’t actually prepare you for when the real thing is happening right there in front of you. It’s like when you read about how to fly an airplane; the theory sounds logical and relatively easy to follow, but the reality is that the slightest wrong move with the controls can send you nose first into the ground.”
Catherine grinned. “That’s probably an appropriate analogy,” she said. “This is definitely a case of reality being far more sensitive and intense than the theory would indicate.” She laid a hand on his arm. “I’m sure you’re doing fine, Travis,” she said. “And while you’re here for a moment, I have some news for you. There’s been some decisions made back in DC, and one of those decisions has been to replace our friend Allison in her most recent job. She’s being retired permanently, you might say, and is picking up one of the options that she was always offering to other people. A new name, a new start, both of which will arrive here sometime in the next few hours.”
Noah looked at her. “Why is she coming here?”
“It seems that her usefulness in DC had come to an end, because of all the scandals revolving around her previous employment. She was appointed to head the CIA less than three months before E & E was exposed, and it looks like the president was trying to pull a fast one on the people. Apparently she and the president talked it over and decided that she’s better suited to keeping control over you and your compatriots. She’s coming to take charge again.”
Noah’s eyebrows rose. “I can’t say I’ll be sorry to let her do so,” he said. “Especially if we’re going to remain in a semi-rogue situation. Her mind is a lot more devious than mine; I’m not sure I could manage to balance all the different factions that will be necessary to keeping us alive and safe.”
“Well, you’ll know soon enough,” Wally said. “She’s coming in on a diplomatic flight that will land around ten a.m. at Heathrow. Molly and I will go to pick her up.”
Noah nodded. “That sounds good. I’m sure we’ll all still be here when you get back.”
* * *
The news of Senator Clark’s death broke the following morning, when he failed to show up at his office and could not be reached by phone. DC police had gone to his hotel and convinced the maid to open his door, finding him lying naked on the bed. His eyes were open and he seemed to be clutching at his chest, so it took only a second for them to surmise that he had died of an apparent heart attack. The medical examiner’s initial report suggested he had been dead for a little over twelve hours at the time he was found.
Of course, they would have to wait for the coroner’s report for an official cause of death, but the rumors about what he might have been doing when his heart gave out began spreading within an hour.  The maid who had let the police in suddenly became several thousand dollars richer after the pictures she snapped with her iPhone were shown to the right reporters, and it seemed rather obvious that the senator had been engaged in some sort of sexual activities shortly before his death.
Quite a few of his colleagues on Capitol Hill spoke up in his defense on the various news programs. Some insisted that the photos had to be faked, while others said they simply suspected the man liked to sleep in the raw, and there was nothing wrong with that.
Senator Serafina Mitchell, a regular supporter of any bill Clark wanted to sponsor, was surprisingly quiet. She was asked by several news outlets to offer a statement but refused them all, and it became more and more difficult even to locate her as the day wore on.
Finally, just in time for the six o’clock news, the coroner issued a statement that Senator Clark had indeed succumbed to a cardiac arrest. There was no evidence of any kind of foul play, and the coroner ruled that his death was due to natural causes.
Interestingly, Clark’s death received quite a bit more attention than the apparent abduction of the director of the CIA, whose car was found crashed and abandoned. Ms. Peterson’s purse and other personal effects were still in the vehicle, but there was no sign of her. Forensic technicians had discovered footprints of two men who had apparently rushed toward the car after the crash, and seemed to have partially carried Ms. Peterson away from it. There had been no contact from the kidnappers, and the FBI was theorizing that it might be the work of militia groups who were angered by the recent exposure of E & E and her involvement with it.
When asked whether they felt any responsibility for the director’s abduction, Government Watch spokeswoman Paula McNair literally laughed. “Why should we feel any responsibility?” she asked. “Ms. Peterson was a ghoul; she routinely ordered the deaths of men, women and probably children. She ran an organization whose members had only one purpose, to kill. Why should we feel any remorse or responsibility whatsoever if the people rise up and say they’ve had enough?”
The CNN reporter wasn’t finished, though. “You’re assuming that she was abducted by someone local,” he said. “On the other hand, isn’t it far more likely it was one of our enemies who took her? After all, you have told the whole world that she ran E & E, that it was she who ordered the assassinations of God knows how many people. Has it not occurred to you that some of our enemies might like to know how she did that? Might like to know how she managed to run such an organization? Ms. McNair, isn’t it likely that you have created a new national security threat by exposing US officials to worldwide scrutiny?”
McNair tried to respond, but all that came out was a few sputters. She closed her notepad and turned to walk away from the podium as two dozen reporters shouted more questions at her.
* * *
It was almost 10:30 by the time the doctor announced that the baby was finally coming, and Noah was quickly shuffled into a room where he could scrub up and put on a full gown and mask. It was required, the doctor said, if he wanted to be in the birthing room, and he confirmed that he did.
When they got into the birthing room, Noah was told to stand just behind Sarah, allowing her to lean back on him. She was sweaty and flushed and alternated between laughing and crying, but suddenly she looked up at him with a face full of rapture.
“Noah,” she said, gasping, “if it really is a girl, I want to name her Norah, with an H on the end. I always thought that was a beautiful name, and it blends both of our names together.”
“Norah it is,” Noah said. “Norah Wolf, daughter of Noah and Sarah Wolf.”
The smile she rewarded him with was one of the most beautiful he had ever seen.
Once the actual delivery began, it went rather quickly. The doctor told Sarah to push a few times, and there was a lot of heavy breathing, and then suddenly, more suddenly than Noah could register, the doctor was holding up a wrinkled little doll that seemed like it could actually move on its own, and then that wrinkled little doll let out a screech and Noah knew that he had just met his daughter.
The baby was quickly cleaned up and wrapped in blankets, and then she was handed to Sarah, who was crying and laughing at the same time. Noah was right beside her, looking down in wonder at his wife and child. Sarah’s gaze was bouncing between his face and the baby’s, but the smile she was wearing said everything that needed to be said.
Noah was allowed to hold the baby for a few moments while the nurses helped get Sarah cleaned up and transferred into another room with a clean bed. A bassinet was brought in for the baby and placed beside the bed, and then Noah was told it was okay to bring family back to see the latest addition to the Lightner household.
With Sarah almost asleep, Noah slipped out to the waiting area. He was not surprised to find Wally asleep, but everyone else—Molly, Jenny, Catherine and some blonde lady Noah didn’t recognize—were wide awake and looking at him expectantly.
“Well?” Molly demanded. “Is everything okay?”
“Everything is fine,” Noah said. “I have a daughter, who arrived twenty minutes ago weighing eight pounds and six ounces.” He took a second look at the blonde woman and then shook his head. “So you made it? I understand you’re here to stay?”
“That’s how it looks,” Allison said. “The president believes, and I concur, that GW’s exposé about us has tainted any value I have to the American intelligence community. You know that only a limited number of people knew that we existed, even within the intelligence agencies themselves; this has caused a number of issues ranging from jealousy to anger among those who are just finding out about us, and there’s been a rumor mill suggesting we were responsible for a lot of deaths within the administration, ranging back all the way to Clinton and Bush Senior. That was going to fester until it blew up in the president’s face, so we decided to make me the bogeyman. Now that I’m out of the picture and ready to be painted as the villain, we can start a new narrative. It just means I can’t go back home, but I don’t exactly have a home to go back to so that’s not that big a deal.”
Noah nodded. “You have one here,” he said. “Now, are you all ready to meet my daughter?”
“Of course,” Allison said, and she was echoed by all the others. Even Wally had managed to rouse himself. “Have you given her a name yet?”
“We have,” Noah said. “But I’m going to let Sarah tell you.”
He led them back to Sarah’s room, where he found her sitting up and holding the baby. She looked up and smiled, then the smile got even wider when she saw Allison standing there.
“Oh, my goodness, you’re here,” she exclaimed. “How did you manage that?”
“It’s a long story, and it can wait. I’m here to see this little princess.”
Sarah beamed. “Well, then,” she said. “I would like all of you to meet Norah Jean Wolf.” She held the baby so that everyone could see her face.
Noah looked at Sarah and raised an eyebrow. “Jean?”
“Just go with it,” his wife said, so he shrugged and let it go.




FOURTEEN

While Ralph and Team Pegasus were stalking Senator Mitchell, working out her routine to try to find the best opportunity for Ralph to approach her, the rest of the world went on about its business. Noah had told Esmeralda to keep her team in place, just in case Ralph were to need them, so they simply acted like tourists visiting the nation’s capital. Esmeralda particularly enjoyed visiting the Smithsonian, and Cody agreed when he saw the 1948 Tucker sedan on display.
Team Aladdin was also hanging around, although they weren’t exactly having fun. Having been assigned to protect Senator Clark, they were taking a lot of flack even though the coroner had ruled that his death was from natural causes. Fortunately, Esmeralda’s editing of the video feeds from the hotel had been thorough, and there was no evidence that anyone had gotten close to the senator, or could have caused his heart attack. After a couple of days, the pressure began to slack off and they were suddenly summoned to the White House. There, they were briefed by the president of the United States on another potential threat, and told to do whatever was necessary to determine just how serious that threat might be.
Back in Guildford, Noah and Sarah were getting used to the idea of being parents. Little Norah was the hit of the Manor from the moment she arrived home, welcomed by an amazing assortment of gifts purchased by the staff. There were stuffed animals galore, toys that she would play with eventually, and more than a dozen different clothing sets designed to showcase what a beautiful baby she was.
Caroline Collins, wife of Thomas the butler and chief housekeeper for the estate, decreed that Sarah must have a nanny. Fortunately, she knew a girl who was available and experienced, and Noah approved her hiring. Rachel Wallingford joined them the following day, moving into a hastily prepared room on the first floor, in the servants’ area of the house. A second nursery was set up off her room, so that she could take care of the baby at any time of the day or night. By the third night, Sarah decided that having a nanny was definitely beneficial, at least to her sleep patterns.
Allison had been to the Manor once before under the name of Judy Walker, and she resumed it when they had arrived. Molly’s local identity was as Emily Walker, who was Judy’s daughter. Thomas and the staff welcomed her like a long-lost relative, and then it was time to put her to work.
Sarah and the baby had been released the day after Norah was born, and it was the day after that when Noah finally took Allison out to the factory. A lot of the equipment had arrived, along with Wally’s chosen personnel, so the place was a lot busier than the last time Noah had seen it.
“This will be your office,” Noah said. “We are installing you as chief operations officer, with Molly as your assistant. She can handle a lot of the day-to-day business aspects, leaving you free to deal with more important matters.”
“That sounds good,” Allison said. “I’m going to need a very secure phone line, one that the president can use to reach me. He’s taken upon himself the necessity of requesting sanctions, based on his national security briefings each day. We don’t anticipate being as busy as we used to be, but there will still be times when we will need more than one team. You only brought in Pegasus and Aladdin at this point; can we make a spot for the rest of them?”
“I’ve been giving that some thought,” Noah said. “I think the best idea would be to establish some branch office locations for this company, and use them as staff there. That way, we’ll have people in different locations around the world, which might make it simpler to assign missions. In particular, I’m thinking of setting up offices in Abu Dhabi, Rio de Janeiro, Johannesburg and Beijing. Since none of our people have been compromised in the intelligence community, they should be able to function as British and American businesspeople. Neil can set up secure communications between all of the offices, and it will also help generate sales for the company.”
Allison nodded. “Good thinking,” she said. “I had a couple of ideas along the same lines, so I’m glad we are on the same page. Molly will get started on that, since setting up satellite sales locations would be part of the operations department. Now, tell me more about what this company does.”
“Wally?” Noah said. “That’s your department.”
“Well,” Wally began, “we make things that take the drudgery out of labor at home. We already designed a laundry system that not only washes, dries and folds your clothing, but puts it away for you, as well. There’s also a robotic chef that takes raw ingredients and turns them into a full meal. You can set how many people you’re going to serve, and it does the rest.” He giggled. “I’ve actually added a few features while you were gone, Noah. The laundry system has an optional robot that can go around the house and pick up clothing that needs to be washed, and even strip sheets and blankets and put them back. And the chef can double as a bakery, baking cakes, cookies, bread, whatever.”
“Wow,” Allison said. “I want one of each. And these things are actually going to be affordable for the masses?”
“Oh, yes,” Wally said. “Almost everything is made with off-the-shelf parts, except for some of the external stuff. The real trick is in the software that controls it all, but Esmeralda can write that in a matter of minutes. She’s already got the basics done for the laundry system and the chef, but I’ll need her to touch them up a bit for the new options.”
Allison turned to Noah. “When is she due back? Do you think we should recall her now, to be available for Wally when she’s needed?”
“I had her stay in DC in case Ralph needed some backup, but with Aladdin there, I suppose we could bring her home. Give me a minute, and I’ll let her know that it’s time for them to come back.”
He activated his subcom and sent a message directly to Esmeralda, who answered instantly.
“Esmeralda, we think the situation is pretty well in hand in DC,” he said. “Your team can return to England. Wally needs your help with some programming, so I’ll alert the Gulfstream that you will be flying back this evening.”
“Yes, sir,” Esmeralda said. “Is there anything else we should do before we leave here?”
“No, you’ve done well. I’ll have the airplane ready for you at eight o’clock this evening your time. I’ll send Neil to pick you up at the airport, and we’ll see you all tomorrow.”
He turned back to Allison. “They’ll be back tomorrow, sometime. Molly, would you arrange for the Gulfstream to be fueled and ready to bring them back by eight o’clock DC time tonight?”
“I’m already on it,” Molly said. She had her phone to her ear. A moment later she gave him a thumbs up and ended the call. “All set.”
They spent the majority of the day just getting the offices set up, arranging furniture and getting the phones and computers the way they wanted them. Neil was in charge of a lot of that part of the operation, and Wally disappeared out into the production floor, where new employees were learning about the machines they would be operating and the parts they would be assembling. It was a very well-designed system, and each of the assembly lines could turn out a completed unit every twenty minutes.
The only aspect that was not part of the assembly line was the stamping presses that created the external body and internal chassis components. These were set up in a separate part of the building, and would run only part of the time. A single eight-hour shift could produce enough components for a full workweek of the assembly lines, so those hours were offered to other employees who wanted to earn extra money.
Allison, as Judy Walker, was introduced to the middle management people they had hired, the ones who would act as liaison between the offices and the production floor. This included the personnel manager and a few other lower-level executives, and she made a proper impression on all of them.
“This place is really coming together,” she said. “To be honest, I’m amazed at how much you’ve accomplished here, Wally.”
“It’s all thanks to Noah,” Wally said. “This was his idea, and I think it was a brilliant one. Besides, it’s kind of nice to be making something that doesn’t kill people, you know what I mean?” He giggled again.
“Yes, well, just don’t lose your edge. Some of your gadgets have made the difference for a lot of our agents, and we can’t afford for you to stop coming up with those ideas.”
“Oh, no risk of that,” Wally said. “I’m a mad scientist, remember? This is the only place I can get away with being myself.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Remind me to show you my secret lab. We found a hidden basement that isn’t even on the blueprints, so it was perfect. I’ve got some of my guys running power down to it now, and building a freight elevator so we can get all of our heavy equipment down there.”
Allison grinned. “Can’t wait to see it,” she said. “Let me know when it’s ready.” She turned to Noah again. “Noah, like I said, I don’t anticipate being quite as busy as we were back in Neverland, but I do expect that we are going to run into some complicated missions. I need to ask you point-blank, how do you feel about going back into the field?”
“I’ll do what I’m ordered to do,” Noah said. “However, as conceited as this is going to sound, I think I should be held in reserve. As the reputed founder of this company and majority owner of Feeney Manor, I’m going to be under a lot of scrutiny around here. I don’t think we want to try to explain too often why the CEO of the company is out of the country and inaccessible.”
“I don’t disagree, but I know there will be times when your talents are going to be required. Considering that you now have an actual family, I’m reluctant to send you out anytime I don’t consider it absolutely necessary. The last thing in the world I would ever want is for Norah to grow up without both of her parents.”
“I agree, but I also know my duty. Just let me know when you think my services are necessary. In the meantime, I’m going to continue acting like I’m running a company here.”
“As you should,” Allison said. “Now, let’s look at what we need to do to make that company profitable. If it fails, it’s not going to be a good place for us to operate out of, so we need to make it work.”
“Agreed. I’ve already asked Molly to start working on a marketing plan. Molly? You got anything to show us yet?”
“Just some basic stuff,” Molly replied. “I have written some articles that I plan to publish in various magazines, but of course I have to wait until the first prototypes are finished and tested. Wally says that will be within the next five days, so that’s not too long. I’ve also scripted out some commercials that I want to produce once we have working production models. I’m looking at a marketing budget of around thirty million for the first six months, including television and magazine advertising, along with some Internet promotions.”
“Now, wait a minute,” Allison said. “Neil showed me the website you built, and there are some photographs up there already. We don’t have any finished production models yet?”
“No, those aren’t actually photographs. Those are just some very detailed renderings of what we expect them to look like. I’d even constructed some simple animations that look very real, showing how the laundry system works, but I would really prefer to use video of the actual system in operation.”
Allison blinked. “Yeah, I can see why. Okay, this sounds good. And you’re convinced all of these things will really work the way Wally says they will?”
“His designs are very detailed, and as he said, the components are readily available. With the software that Esmeralda has written, they will do everything they’re supposed to do. I’ve done some market analysis and I expect that we can have as much as ten percent of the market share on home appliances within less than a year, which will give us approximately eight billion in revenues. Now, we could increase that to more than thirty billion by licensing the designs to other manufacturers, and I think that would be the best way to go.”
“What? Give up our secrets?” Allison looked doubtful. “Why would that make more sense than just producing them ourselves?”
“For a couple of reasons that I think are valid,” Molly said. “First, it would increase our revenues by more than four hundred percent, which means the company is making a lot of money. Second, and more important, it would take a lot of the focus off of our company, and considering what we’ll be doing behind the scenes, we don’t need a lot of attention. The fact that Wally has found a hidden basement to put his real R&D lab in means we are less likely to be exposed, but the last thing we need is a lot of reporters trying to learn our secrets, and even worse would be the problem of industrial espionage. If we make it clear that we will license the technology, there’s not really going to be any point in anyone trying to steal it from us.”
Allison nodded. “Okay, I see your points. What about patents? All of the stuff is patentable, right?”
“It is, and I’ve already worked with one of the best patent attorneys in the world to get them filed on a global basis. It cost almost two million dollars altogether, but our corporation now holds patents on these designs and functions in every country. That was actually a little tricky, because some of the other appliance manufacturers have been working on some similar devices for a while, but we found loopholes that let us claim many of the functions entirely as our own. We did have to refer to some prior art, so there will be a relatively small amount of royalties to pay out each year.”
“As long as we are protected,” Allison said. “Now, fill me in on my job here. What am I supposed to be doing?”
“As COO, your job is to oversee our business operations, which includes reporting back to Noah on any issues or developments. I’ll actually handle most of that for you, but I want to brief you at least a couple times a week on what’s happening with the business. That way, if you find yourself in a position of having to answer questions, you’ll know what to say.”
Allison grinned and looked at Noah. “Sounds like you have it all figured out,” she said. “This is actually a brilliant idea, Noah. Setting up a business like this to cover activities is very smart. It will also give us a way to receive payments for our services.”
“Payments?” Noah asked. “I set this up so that we wouldn’t have to worry about getting a budget from the government.”
Allison’s eyebrows rose. “You don’t think we’re going to work for free, do you? Every time we handle a mission, there will be a payment of half a million dollars. That’s the deal I worked out with the president, and it won’t be any problem to get us set up as vendors to the government. That way, on paper, we can show that we were doing some kind of legitimate work for the government for the money we get paid.”
“That would fall under operations,” Noah said, “so that’s up to you to handle. I’m going to concentrate primarily on trying to run this business, as well as helping with any mission planning when necessary. And of course, I’m ready to go into the field whenever I’m needed.”
“I hope that won’t be very often,” Allison said. “I’m going to enjoy being ‘Grandma Judy’ to little Norah, and I can’t wait to see you as a daddy.”
Molly grinned. “He’ll be a good one,” she said. “I think it will come naturally to him.”
“I agree,” Allison said. “I look back on my own childhood and I could easily wish that my dad was as calm, cool and collected as Noah. Oh, some of the whippings I got!” She winked. “Of course, I deserved them, but that didn’t make them hurt any less.”
Neil, who had been working on setting up computers in other parts of the office, suddenly stuck his head into Allison’s. “You people do know it’s lunchtime, right? Anybody hungry?”
“I’m getting there in a hurry,” Allison said. “What’s good to eat around here?”
“There’s a restaurant in Guildford called The Baron’s Kitchen,” Neil said. “The food is excellent and the prices aren’t bad. Shall we head over?”
Noah got to his feet. “I think that’s a good idea,” he said. “We need to maintain a presence in the community, anyway.”
Noah had assigned one of the Mercedes SUVs to Allison, and he and Molly rode with her while Neil brought the rest of them in the van. Allison adjusted to driving on the wrong side of the road easily, and they arrived at the restaurant fifteen minutes later.
“Welcome,” said a gentleman standing just inside the door. “It appears that there are quite a few of you, so may I put you in one of our extra dining rooms?”
Noah nodded. “That will be fine,” he said. The maître d’ led them through the main dining room into a somewhat smaller room with a single large table and more than a dozen chairs. When they were all seated, he passed out menus and asked them what they would like to drink.
Almost all of them opted for coffee, with only Wally and Jenny choosing soft drinks instead. Sarah had remained at home with the baby, getting to know Rachel and resting up after her childbirth ordeal.
A waiter appeared a moment later and took their orders, and then they were left alone in the room. They continued to chat amongst themselves about business matters, and both Noah and Allison noticed that quite a few people were watching them through the open double doors.
“I take it most of the townspeople already know who you are?” Allison asked.
Noah nodded. “It seems that way,” he said. “We tend to be greeted by name whenever we come into town to go shopping. It’s a little disconcerting at first, because we don’t have a clue who the people speaking to us are, but you get used to it. By tomorrow, it’s a safe bet that anyone here will know who Judy Walker is, and you will be surprised at how many people will say hello when they see you.”
“I’ve been in England before,” Allison said. “People in the smaller, rural areas like this tend to be pretty friendly. It’s not going to bother me at all.”
“It will when they start asking for favors,” Neil grumbled. “I’ve had people call me by name, then asked me if I can pull strings to get their brother-in-law a job, stuff like that. I have absolutely no idea who they are, but they seem to think I’m their old friend. That gets annoying, trust me.” He glanced over his menu and looked out into the main dining room. “There’s a couple of them out there right now, just wait and see. They’ll try to catch me before I get out of here, you can bet on it.”
Allison looked at him for a moment, then grinned. “If that’s the worst thing that happens to you all day, then you probably ought to count yourself lucky.”




FIFTEEN

“There it is,” Ralph said to his team. “That’s her weak point, when she stops for coffee every morning.”
They were sitting outside a high-end coffee shop, watching Senator Mitchell as she climbed out of the back of her limousine and walked inside. She had two bodyguards with her, a couple of men who looked like they had spent some time wearing Special Forces uniforms. Both of them were obviously armed, and Ralph had no doubt that either of them could handle just about any situation that came up.
“Yeah, right,” Diana said. “And how do you plan to get past Tweedledee and Tweedledum? Using that capsule means you have to touch her, and I suspect they are not going to be too happy about that idea.”
“I don’t necessarily have to touch her,” Ralph said. “I just have to get the stuff on her skin. The weather is warm, and she’s got a lot of skin on display. I just need to think of how to apply it without those guys seeing what I’m doing.”
“Might be easier to get it into her coffee,” Benny said. “Think about that for a minute, yeah? How could we get it into her coffee, so it can dissolve and she could just drink it down?”
Ralph frowned. “I don’t see how that could work,” he said. “We’d have to have somebody behind the counter, and somebody new working there all of a sudden would look suspicious, might set off her bodyguards.” He thought for a moment. “What about using something like a blowgun? I could cut a little piece of a straw and hold it in my mouth, then blow it out onto her. Think that would work?”
Diana shook her head. “It’d draw attention,” she said. “She’d probably feel it and turn around to see what happened, which would point her bodyguards directly at you. No, we need to think of something else.”
“The problem is those bodyguards. I wonder if there’s any way we can distract them, make them look away while I make my move.”
“That’s not going to matter if she reacts,” JC said. “If you do anything that makes her turn and look at you, they are bound to spot it. Something happens to her a few minutes later, they’re going to make sure they know where to find you, trust me on that.”
Ralph chewed his bottom lip for a moment. “Then, we may have to go for something altogether different. What about using the car accident idea? I could steal a car, ram it into that limousine. The only problem is knowing whether or not it actually would kill her.”
“Which is why I’m not a fan of that plan, either.” Diana sat and watched the coffee shop for a moment, then turned to look at Ralph. “Those guys are watching her every minute of the day, right? That means the only time she’s not where they can see her is probably when she goes to the bathroom. Only trouble with that is knowing when that might be. If we could pinpoint a time when she was certain to be in the public restroom, I could go in and find a way to do it.”
“Good luck with that,” Ralph said. “With that much security on her, she probably wouldn’t go into a public restroom for any reason.” He bit his bottom lip again. “There’s always the ‘wrong place, wrong time’ method. What if this coffee shop were to get robbed tomorrow morning, while she’s there? I could take out the security guards first, then blow her away.”
Tommy made a face. “I think that would look too obvious. The place is getting robbed, but the only people who get killed are the target and her bodyguards? The conspiracy nuts would go crazy with that one.”
“Well, I’m open to better ideas, if you’ve got any,” Ralph said. “Otherwise, I think I’m going to have to make an attempt at her in the morning, right here.”
They watched as the senator and her bodyguards came out of the coffee shop, headed toward the car. A man suddenly stepped toward them and began speaking, but the bodyguards held him back. The senator spoke to the man for a couple of seconds, then broke out into a smile and held out a hand.
Diana’s eyes suddenly narrowed as she watched. “Wait a minute, we’re not looking at this the right way,” she said. “This woman is a politician, right? What is it politicians do more than anybody else?”
“Lie?” JC asked.
“Besides that. Politicians love to shake hands, they’re always meeting people, right? ‘Hi, I’m so-and-so, vote for me.’ And if you watch, that’s just about always matched up with shaking hands, just like that guy. That’s all you have to do, just act like you’re excited to meet her, then shake hands with her. The stuff doesn’t hit her for a few minutes, right? You shake hands, tell her you’ll vote for her and then beat it back to the car and we’re gone.” She looked smug. “Even if they think there’s a connection, the drug won’t show up in the autopsy, so there really isn’t anything they can do. All you have to do is make sure you don’t touch one of us until it wears off.”
“Wally says it’s only good for about fifteen minutes after the capsule is broken,” Ralph said. “After that, it’s not dangerous anymore.” He turned and looked at her over the seat. “I think it’s the best idea I’ve heard yet. They always stop here every morning at a quarter to eight, so I need to be here five minutes before that. I go inside and wait till the limo shows up, get my coffee while she’s coming in, then I recognize her and tell her I’m one of her supporters. We shake hands, I promise her my vote and then I’m out the door. She should be back in the limo before it hits her, and we’ll be long gone by then.”
“My only worry,” JC said, “is those two security guards. Did you see how quickly they moved on that guy?”
“Yeah, but he came at her all of a sudden, outside the building. Inside, with a cup of coffee in my hand, I’m not going to look like a potential threat. I’ll also make a point of not trying to approach her until she responds. That should keep both of them relaxed, don’t you think?”
“Maybe,” said the Frenchman. “Just tell me this, what happens if one of them grabs your hand? Even if he lets go a moment later, will you still have enough on your hand to do the job?”
“I don’t know for sure,” Ralph said, “but it’s some kind of oily stuff according to Wally, and it takes just a tiny bit to get the job done. Of course, then they’re both going to have heart attacks, and that might look strange.”
“More fuel for the conspiracy theorists,” Diana said. “They’re going to be insisting that the government had her killed, anyway, so who cares?”
“It’s the best shot I can think of,” Ralph said. “Let’s get out of here and find something relaxing to do for the day. We can probably get this done tomorrow and maybe be headed back to the new Neverland by tomorrow night.”
“That sounds good to me,” Diana said. “I’m ready to kick back and relax in the English countryside.”
* * *
The Gulfstream landed at Heathrow at just after eight o’clock the following morning, and Neil was there with the van to pick Team Cinderella up. He had parked as close to the private flight area as he could, and Marco had no trouble spotting the van. He, Renée, Cody and Esmeralda came walking across to the vehicle less than fifteen minutes after the plane touched down.
“Good to see you, Neil,” Marco said. “How’s everything going back here?”
“It’s going good,” Neil replied. “It’s all starting to come together at the factory, and Molly is all set to start showing you guys how to be salespeople. That’s your cover, you know, but you have to actually do some sales work, as well.”
“I won’t have any trouble,” Renée said. “I worked my way through college selling magazines door-to-door. Selling supersmart appliances is going to be a breeze compared to that.”
“I don’t know about this,” Cody said. “I never was much of a salesman. Can’t they just let me drive a truck or something?”
“You take that up with Wally and Molly,” Neil said. “Esmeralda, Wally is waiting for you to get some software written for some new parts he came up with.”
“Really? That should be fun. I actually enjoy writing software, it gives me some insight into my own programming.”
They got all their bags loaded in the back and then climbed in and took their seats. Neil waited until everyone was buckled in, then put the van in gear and drove out of the parking area.
“You guys hungry?” he asked.
“I think we’re good,” Marco said. “They just fed us a little bit ago, breakfast. More than anything else, I’m just a bit tired. I think I only got about five hours of sleep on the plane.”
“I slept like a baby,” Renée said. “And speaking of babies, I cannot wait to see Nora. That’s her name, right?”
“Yep,” Neil said. “Only Sarah put an H on the end of it, so it’s a combination of Noah and Sarah.” He broke into a smile. “She’s about the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen, I can tell you that. And she already loves her Uncle Neil.”
“That’s just because she hasn’t met Uncle Marco,” Marco said. “I’ll make her forget all about you, you just wait and see.”
“I’m looking forward to seeing her,” Esmeralda said. “I’ve never seen a baby up close. I studied everything I can access about them, though.”
“Well, that’s like trying to learn to drive by reading a book about racing,” Renée said. “You’ll find that everything you know from what you’ve read will seem completely useless when you’re faced with actually having to change a diaper or burp a baby.”
Esmeralda looked at her. “Do you think they would let me do those things? I know that all of you have been treating me like a person, but it’s occasionally obvious that you have some reservations. After all, I’m not human like you—I’m a machine.”
“Hey,” Cody said, “that doesn’t mean you’re not a person, okay? In a lot of ways, I think you’re more human than most of the people I’ve known in my life.”
“Why, thank you, Cody,” Esmeralda said. “Incidentally, are you still planning to take me on a date?”
Cody suddenly blushed bright red. “Well, I—I, yeah, I guess so. If you want to, I mean.”
“I would like that very much. I’m curious to see what it’s like to go on a date with a man. Again, I’ve studied a lot of material about dating, but I’m sure that’s going to be another case of personal experience taking precedence over abstract knowledge. Will you be planning to seduce me?”
Neil burst out laughing, and Cody look like he was going to either choke or jump out of the van while it was moving.
“Esmeralda,” Renée said, “that’s not the kind of question you ask a man. If it was anybody but Cody, somebody who knows your actual nature, you would naturally assume that any man you go out with hopes to do just that, but if you ask, it’s guaranteed to make things awkward.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Esmeralda said. “Cody, I did not mean to cause awkwardness. It’s just that I’m hoping to experience what an actual date would be like. If it’s going to make you uncomfortable, I’ll understand if you don’t want to go through with it.”
Cody managed to get himself under control and looked at her. His face was still red, but he kept his expression straight.
“I’m actually looking forward to our date,” he said. “But one thing you need to know is that what happens on a date should stay between the two people, and you shouldn’t talk about it. You shouldn’t tell anyone else, I mean.”
“Ha!” Neil said. “You dog! You are planning to try to get into her pants, aren’t you?”
“Shut up, Neil,” Cody said. “I’m just trying to teach her about dating, that’s all. I’m just trying to give her the benefit of my experience.”
Renée looked over at Esmeralda. “Just relax and enjoy yourself,” she said. “Don’t worry about these guys, they’re just picking on each other. If you go out with Cody and have some fun, whatever it is should stay between the two of you, like he said.” She glanced at Cody, then turned back to Esmeralda. “And you know, Cody’s a pretty good-looking guy. He probably has been on a lot of dates, so you can probably learn a lot from him.”
“A lot of positions, maybe,” Neil said.
“Okay, Neil, that’s enough,” Marco said. “You need to let them be.”
Neil chuckled but dropped the subject. They talked a bit more about the things that were going on at the factory, then Marco drifted off to sleep. Cody did likewise, but Renée and Esmeralda were both awake and watching the scenery pass by.
Because they had just come in off an overnight flight, Neil took them back to Feeney Manor so they could unpack and get freshened up. Of course, the first thing they did when they arrived was to rush into the dining room, where Sarah and Rachel were visiting with Caroline, Beatrice and the kitchen girls. Little Norah was in a bouncy seat sitting on the table, contentedly sleeping and allowing her court to admire her properly.
“Oh, she’s beautiful,” Renée said. “Sarah, she is a doll. I wish she was awake.”
“Give it a half hour,” Rachel said. “She’ll be getting hungry again about then.” The young woman grinned at Sarah. “I think your mates are looking forward to taking their turns with the little poppet.”
“Of course we are,” Renée said. “She’s going to be the most spoiled child, I swear.”
“She already is,” Sarah said. “We need to add on an extra room just for all the presents she’s gotten already.”
“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Neil said. “She’s just the star at the moment—all the excitement will wear off shortly. I remember when my little sister was born, everybody was so excited for the first couple of weeks, and then it was just like, ‘meh.’ Everybody got used to her, and then she wasn’t all that special anymore.”
“Well, Norah is always going to be special,” Sarah said. “And you’d just better get used to the idea, Uncle Neil.”
Esmeralda had held back a bit, but at Renée’s urging she moved forward to get a good look at the baby.
“She looks unfinished,” she said after a moment. “Is that normal?”
Sarah laughed. “Yes, it’s normal. She’s only a few days old, Esmeralda—it takes a little time for her to grow into her skin. A couple of months from now, she’ll be all filled out and more beautiful than ever.”
“I didn’t mean that she didn’t look beautiful. I think the very fact that she exists makes her beautiful. This is a living human being that came into existence by taking a part of you and a part of Noah and blending them together, then letting them grow inside your body. What could be more beautiful than that?”
They all looked at Esmeralda for a moment, and then everyone turned to look at the baby again.
“She’s right,” Rachel said. “What could be more beautiful?”
“All right,” Marco said. “Let’s go ahead and get our stuff put away, then we probably need to get out to the factory. The way this thing has been going, I’m sure there have been changes we need to be caught up on.”
“You’re right,” Neil said as they went up the stairs. “Quite a few changes, actually. You know that Allison is here now, right?”
“Of course,” Renée said. “We were the ones who had to pick her up after she wrecked her car and take her out to catch her flight.”
“Oh yeah, that’s right,” Neil said, grinning. “Sorry, so much is going on I can’t keep track. Anyway, we’ve got some new designs out of Wally, which is why he’s throwing a fit to get Esmeralda back out there. She has to write the programming for these new gadgets of his.”
Marco, Renée, Cody and Esmeralda carried their bags into their rooms, and all four took the opportunity to get a quick shower and change clothing. Forty minutes later, they were all back in the van and headed toward the factory.
“Wow,” Marco said as they made the turn into the factory grounds. The overgrown grass had been mowed and cleaned up, the bushes had been trimmed and a new sign out front proclaimed it as the home of Home Robotics, LTD. “A lot of changes, sure enough.”
“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Neil said. “One of Wally’s people moved some stuff in one of the storage areas and found a trapdoor in the floor. When they went exploring, they found a secret basement that isn’t even listed on the original blueprints. Wally commandeered it for his new R&D lab.”
“Really?” Renée said. “I can’t wait to see that. And nobody knows it’s there?”
“As near as I can tell, no. It looks like the basement was actually part of the old building that was here before this one, and I guess it was sturdy enough that the builders just decided to ignore it. They laid a concrete floor right over it but they left the trapdoor uncovered, and since it wasn’t on the blueprints they were working from, it’s been long forgotten.”
He parked the van in the executive parking lot and led them all inside. Jenny, who was temporarily posing as the receptionist for the building, looked up with a big smile.
“About time you guys got back here,” she said. “Everyone’s in Noah’s office—come on and I’ll show you the way.”
She got up and led them down a hallway, stopping to knock on a partially open door. “Noah? They’re back.”
Jenny stood aside and let the rest of them enter, and they found Molly and Allison in the office as well.
“Welcome back,” Molly said. “It’s good timing, because we’re just getting all the little bugs ironed out of the company table of organization. All of the team members, of course, are in the marketing department so that we can cover when they have to travel, so we’re working on setting up a marketing office that keeps each team together. When you are not out on a mission, you will be working on actual marketing duties.”
“I’m not too sure I’ll be any good at that,” Cody said. “I never have been much good at selling stuff.”
“Maybe not,” Molly said, “but you know how to find the best route from one place to another, right? Believe it or not, that’s part of marketing. When we have to make a commitment to get products delivered regularly and on time, knowing the best routing is critical. That’ll probably be where you fit in, along with some of the other transportation officers.”
Cody blinked. “Yeah, okay, I can probably handle that, I guess.”
Allison looked at Esmeralda. “Esmeralda,” she said, “we didn’t get a lot of time to talk the other night. How are you doing?”
“I believe that I’m doing rather well,” Esmeralda said. “I have discovered that I am capable of modifying my own programming, which indicates to me that I have in fact become sentient. If I am to be honest, which I prefer to do, this actually frightens me to some degree.”
“Why should it frighten you?” Noah asked. “Every person has to modify their programming, their thinking, from time to time.”
“It frightens me because my programming is what originally put limits on what I was capable of doing. If I can modify the programming, then I can also modify those limits. I have to believe that any such limits were put on me with good reason, such as the prohibition against killing any human being without orders to do so or the absolute necessity due to many different factors of the situation. I discovered that it would be possible for me to remove that prohibition completely, and so I created a program that will warn me against any such removal should I ever try. I also created a secondary program that will cause me to enter a feedback loop if I decide to complete that removal, which will make it very difficult for me to do so.” She blinked. “I believe it would be much like the feelings of guilt a human would incur when contemplating something that is outside his or her own morality.”
Allison grinned at her. “Just the fact that you’re willing to create those safeguards tells me you can be trusted with the ability to modify your own programming, Esmeralda. Don’t be afraid of your own developing personality. We all go through that as we grow up. You just got shoved through some of it before you were ready.”
“Thank you,” Esmeralda said. “I should probably go and find Wally. I understand he needs me to work on the software.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “You’ll find him in the appliance development lab. Neil, would you show her where that is?”
“You got it, Boss.” Neil motioned for her to follow him and the two of them left the room.
“I wonder if anyone realizes just what a leap in science she actually represents,” Allison said. “She’s a sentient computer in a human form. There’s almost no limit to what she could achieve, especially since she can literally have new skills and knowledge installed in a matter of minutes.”
“She’s already got quite a lot stuffed into that head,” Noah said. “She can outdrive any human, she can fly any aircraft, and she knows every form of martial arts there is. If we had ten like her, we wouldn’t need any of the teams.”
“Hey!” Jenny said. “Let’s not talk that way. Remember what’s supposed to happen to us, if we’re no longer needed?”
“Relax, Jenny,” Allison said. “The old rules don’t apply anymore. Each of you has earned your new lives, over and over.” She turned to Noah. “Esmeralda is special, I admit, but I’m not sure the world could handle ten like her. I understand why you sent her out on this mission, but I personally prefer to use her as a team member or backup.”
Noah simply looked at her. “It’s your call,” he said. “And if I haven’t said it before, I’m glad to have you back in charge.”




SIXTEEN

Ralph sat in the Mustang he had rented the evening before, watching the parking lot entrance of the coffee shop. When the limousine appeared, he opened the door of the car and got out, walking directly inside without even glancing at the senator’s car. The limo pulled up and parked where it always did, and the senator with her two bodyguards got out and followed him into the shop.
There had been a small line when Ralph entered, and he had taken his place at the back of it. Senator Mitchell ended up right behind him, and he carefully ignored her as the two people ahead of him placed their orders and received them. When it was his turn, he stepped up to the counter and ordered his favorite latte, with his right hand in his pocket. He crushed the capsule on his palm with his thumb, then swirled it around the best he could with his fingertips. He paid for his coffee with his left hand, picked it up in that hand and then turned as he pulled his right hand out of his pocket.
He pretended to only glance at the person behind him, then did a double take. “Senator Mitchell?” he asked, his voice pitched high with excitement. He plastered a big smile across his face as he extended his hand. “Ma’am, you probably don’t remember me, but I’m Joey Schwartz. I worked on your last campaign at your headquarters. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”
The senator looked at him, and confusion was evident in her features for a split second before she broke out in a matching smile. “Joey, of course,” she said. “I do remember. I’m sorry we didn’t get to spend a lot of time together back then, but things were so hectic.” She grasped his hand firmly and shook it, then glanced at it as she let go. The oily drug was not visible, but apparently she had felt it.
“Sorry,” Ralph said, “sweaty palms. I think it’s normal to the politics game. Anyway, it was great to see you again. You keep giving ’em hell, okay?”
The senator shot him another smile and a thumbs up. “You know I will,” she said, and then she turned toward the barista.
Ralph hurried back to the Mustang and started it up, then backed out of his space and pulled out onto the street. He picked up the walkie-talkie that was lying on the console and spoke into it.
“Bird-dog, this is Fox,” he said. “Done deal. I’m getting out of sight, so it’s up to you to follow and see what happens.”
“We got it,” Benny said. “I’ll be right on their tail when they leave.”
“Good, keep me posted. See you at the rendezvous.”
The senator and her escorts came back to the limousine a minute and a half later, and it drove out of the parking lot. An SUV started up and pulled out behind it, turning in the same direction down the main thoroughfare.
Ten blocks and eight minutes later, the limousine suddenly accelerated. The flashers on the car came on and it began racing through the streets, obviously trying to get somewhere in a hurry.
Fox, this is Bird-dog,” Benny said. “Looks like things went according to plan. They seem to be in a big hurry to get somewhere.”
“Nearest hospital, no doubt. Okay, let’s meet up and see what we can do about getting out of here.”
He took out a cell phone and dialed a number, waiting until the international connections went through.
“Pegasus, report,” Allison said. Ralph was taken aback for only a second, then grinned.
“Pegasus reporting mission accomplished,” he said. “Awaiting confirmation of target termination, but all signs indicate success.”
“Very good,” Allison said. “Noah has arranged a flight for you. It’s a charter, so it will be ready at Ronald Reagan at ten a.m. After you get confirmation, get to the airport and head for home.”
“Pegasus, yes ma’am,” Ralph said. The line was dead by the time he finished, but that was normal when you were dealing with Allison.
The news about Senator Mitchell broke less than twenty minutes later, with a special announcement coming over the radio. She had apparently succumbed to a massive heart attack, just as Senator Clark had done a few days earlier. The news commentator made a point of saying that there was no suspicion of foul play, which was enough to tell Ralph that her death was going to be investigated as thoroughly as possible. The sooner he got his team out of the country, the better.
They had gone back to their hotel and packed everything up, and had been on the way to the airport when the news came through the radio. The charter flight would be ready by the time they arrived, so they didn’t bother to stop on the way. They went directly to the charter area of the airport and found the flight they were looking for. The pilot greeted them and helped them stow their luggage, then they were in the plane and in the air.
The aircraft was another Gulfstream, with enough range to make it all the way to London without stopping. They crossed into international airspace a short time later, and Ralph began to relax. He really did enjoy his work, but he was always nervous until he was certain he had made his getaway. He chalked that up to his earlier life, and the many times people around him were arrested and carted off to jail.
At least, in this business, getting taken to jail wasn’t necessarily the end of the situation. The teams had a habit of taking care of their own, and more than one team member who had been caught and arrested had been rescued in the past. Ralph had a gut feeling that, should that ever happen to him, Noah would make sure he got out of the situation safely.
It was ironic, since Noah was only a few years older than Ralph, but the boy had come to think of Noah as a father figure. His own father had been a monster, a mobster who thought nothing of killing innocent people to get whatever he wanted. While Ralph had a sadistic streak and enjoyed taking a life, he’d also developed some sort of moral code. He wanted to know that the person he was killing deserved to die, and he had found the perfect place for his talents in E & E. He was also grateful that Noah had decided to keep him on when the situation went crazy.
With these thoughts rolling around his head, Ralph Morgan drifted off to sleep.
* * *
It was Cody who drove the van to pick up Team Pegasus late that night. Ralph and his people were well rested, having slept most of the way back to England, but they were also ready to relax. They had each had only one night in their new lodgings, so they were all looking forward to getting back home.
Cody dropped them off at their trailers and then headed back to the estate. It was getting close to midnight by then, and he was ready for bed. Everything else that needed to be done could wait for tomorrow morning, and that suited him just fine.
* * *
The following morning, everyone reported to the factory to get started on their “official” jobs. Renée was installed as marketing department secretary, with Marco as general sales manager. Ralph, Diana, Tommy Kelly and JC were set up as regional salespeople, each of them responsible for sales in a particular area of the world. JC, naturally, was assigned to Europe; Diana was given North America, Ralph was handed the UK and Tommy was assigned to the Middle East. Team Aladdin would be filling in with other areas when they arrived, which was being planned for later in the week.
On the production floor, the first prototypes were being assembled and prepared for testing. A room had been set up inside the development lab with water and power, a number of closets and dressers and a dining area. The very first Laundromax, Personal Valet and Smart Chef models were being installed so they could be tested before the production floor begin turning them out by the hundreds.
“This is exciting,” Molly said. She had set up a number of cameras, with Neil helping her. They planned to produce videos of the appliances in action, from which commercials and instructional videos could be made. “What’s the first step, Wally?”
“Well, we brought a bunch of dirty clothes from back at the Manor,” Wally said. “Marco, would you dump them on the floor?”
Marco did so, and then Wally turned on the Personal Valet. The machine had been programmed to locate dirty clothes by smell, essentially, looking for odors in the air that were consistent with unwashed clothing. It sat where it was for almost a minute, then began moving toward the pile of dirty laundry.
Its arms reached out and picked up each item, while sensors including a video camera examined each one. Within a matter of seconds, the entire pile had been loaded into the basket on the machine’s back and it turned to head toward the Laundromax. As it approached, a panel opened on the side of the bigger machine, and the PV shoved in the entire load at once.
This particular model of Laundromax had been built with Plexiglas sides, so that they could see all the action inside. Within the machine, all of the dirty clothing was sorted into different sections, including one for whites, one for colors, and one for heavily soiled items. As soon as the sorting was finished, the first section, whites, was loaded into one of three drums, which then swung out of the way so that the colors could be loaded into another drum. The third section of heavily soiled items went into the third drum, and then water began flowing into each of them. Detergent was added, and an oxygen generator built into the machine began extracting oxygen from the air and circulating it through the water.
Fifteen minutes later, with the water extracted by a combination of spin and vacuum, the three drums were switched with three in the drying section. They turned on their sides and were then flooded with hot air, and the drying cycle began. Had there been more dirty clothes, a second wash cycle would’ve also begun at that time.
Because of the vacuum action in the removal of water from the wash section, drying the clothing took only another fifteen minutes. In total, since the PV had loaded the clothes into the machine, only forty-two minutes had elapsed.
The freshly dried clothes were pushed out onto a shelf, where the PV began sorting and folding them. Each item had a tag that was a match for a tag in one of the drawers or closets, and each tag told the PV whether the item should be folded into a drawer or placed on a hanger. A rod extended up from the PV with a horizontal bar for the hangers, and all of the clothing was folded and sorted within another fifteen minutes.
Then, the PV moved out and went to the first closet. Certain items were selected to be hung there, and then the PV moved on to a dresser nearby. Items were inserted into the drawers, and then the PV moved to another closet. More items were hung up, and then more were placed into another dresser. By the time all of the clothes were put away, a total of one hour and twelve minutes had elapsed.
“It’s absolutely amazing,” Allison said. “Wally, that thing is going to be a hit everywhere.”
“Oh, of course, of course,” Wally said. “It takes away all the drudgery, and that’s what everybody hates. Now, let’s go make us some lunch, shall we?”
In the Smart Chef, there were sections for frozen and refrigerated foods, as well as dry and canned goods. Wally decided that they should have roast turkey and dressing for lunch, and punched the appropriate buttons on the face of the machine. Like the Laundromax, this machine had Plexiglas sides, so they could watch as all of the ingredients were gathered together and placed into different cooking sections. A fifteen-pound turkey was stripped of its packaging, washed and placed into a roasting oven, while another section began mixing the dressing. When it was complete, the dressing was shoved inside the bird and then packed around it. Two other sections prepared mashed potatoes and green beans as side dishes, and when all the preparations were complete, the machine announced that it was cooking.
Infrared sensors in each section monitored the temperatures of the food. This allowed the roasting oven to raise and lower its temperature in a pattern that resulted in much faster cooking while keeping the bird moist and tender. The entire executive staff, including all the salespeople, sat drinking coffee and watching as the Smart Chef did its job, and they were all amazed when it announced less than seventy minutes later that everything was ready.
A pair of arms fitted with utensils carved the bird and scooped out the dressing, putting it all on a platter that appeared moments later on a table that extended out of the machine. The side dishes ended up in large bowls, and then enough plates for everyone were presented.
“That is absolutely incredible,” Molly said. “Do you know how much time that will save at big family dinners?”
Wally giggled. “Not to mention the fact that people are likely to start eating healthier,” he said. “One of the reasons they don’t is because cooking healthy food takes too long. If they don’t have to do all the work, they’re more likely to want a good nutritious dinner.”
“Well, now comes the important test,” Neil said. “The taste test. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m ready to eat that.”
“So am I,” Marco said. “Let’s dig in. We’ll know soon enough if this thing can really cook or not.”
A half hour later, the consensus was that Wally had done the impossible. Each of them declared it the best-tasting turkey they had ever eaten, and they sat around the table discussing the next steps.
“We need to test other recipes,” Wally said. “I think we could choose fifteen or twenty and test it on those.”
“That shouldn’t take long,” Noah said. “It’s all in the programming, anyway, right?”
“Yes, I guess it is,” Wally said. “That’s why I think we could just do some general testing. If it can get several recipes right, then it’s probably going to do fine on all of them. I’ll get started on testing them now, and we should have a final definitive approval by this afternoon.”
“What about the laundry system?” Noah asked. “We only tested it once, should we do more?”
“I don’t think so,” Wally said. “It’s actually a pretty simple machine, and its AI is fully capable of adapting to other situations. I would say it’s ready to go.”
“Then I suggest we inform the production crew that they will start full-time tomorrow morning,” Noah said. “I suspect that’s going to make the entire town rather happy.”
* * *
Thirty-six hundred miles away, the president of the United States was sitting in his office, just getting his day off to a good start. His receptionist suddenly buzzed him, announcing that a group of four senators were hoping to speak with him immediately on a matter that they said was extremely urgent.
“Send them in,” he said. “Might as well get this over with.”
The three men and one woman filed in and stood before his desk. POTUS looked up at them calmly, already fairly sure he knew what was on their minds.
“Well? Don’t all of you speak at once.”
Senator Wellborn, the current chair of the intelligence committee, cleared his throat and took a step forward.
“Mr. President,” he said, an ominous sound in his voice, “I’m sure you are aware of just how strange it is that two of our number have died suddenly in the past few days.”
POTUS shrugged. “Clark and Mitchell? I heard it was heart attacks. Seems to me a heart attack is a likely occupational hazard for politicians, wouldn’t you think?”
“But both of them having massive heart attacks only a few days apart? And, let’s face it, Mr. President, it’s no secret that they were instrumental in outing the assassination organization. I’m sure that must’ve stuck in your craw, so I’m afraid we can’t help wondering if that same organization might be behind these sudden deaths.”
“Then I would suggest you check with the medical examiner,” POTUS said. “If he’s found anything suspicious about these heart attacks, then you know what to do. Just go to the Justice Department, ask for an investigation. I’m not sure why you are here talking to me about it.”
“I—we are here, Mr. President, because only you could have ordered such actions. Considering that the woman who used to run that organization has suddenly vanished, we can’t help but wonder if perhaps it’s simply been moved to a new location and put back into business. Surely you can see why this might concern us.”
POTUS leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of his face. He looked each of them in the eye, moving from one to the next, before returning to Senator Wellborn.
“I guess I could see why that might worry you,” he said. “If, and I stress the if, I had simply moved them around and put them back to work, then you probably have to worry a bit about just how I might plan to use them, right? I mean, if I were the type of president who would do something that underhanded, then I might be the type of president who would use such an organization for my own personal political gain, right? And, if that were the case, which I assure you it is not, then it’s likely that each one of you is rather worried you might be on some short list. Now, if I were you, and if I honestly believed such ridiculous theories that I can personally assure you have no basis in fact, I suspect that the last thing I would do is try to antagonize that type of president. That might be a serious mistake, wouldn’t you think?”
Wellborn’s eyes went wide, but it was Senator Andrews, the one woman in the group, who spoke.
“Dear God,” she said, “are you actually going to sit there and threaten us?”
“Of course not,” POTUS said. “We were discussing a purely hypothetical situation with no basis in fact. I was simply extrapolating from that hypothetical situation as to what might be a prudent or non-prudent course of action. I’m quite certain that absolutely nothing I said could be taken as any kind of threat.”
“You’re not fooling us,” Andrews said. “We are fully aware that you had Senators Clark and Mitchell assassinated, and I can assure you that we are going to do everything possible to prove it. We cannot in good conscience allow you to continue to rule as if you’re some sort of dictator, and letting this slide would be doing exactly that.”
The president let out a sigh. “Senator Andrews, I really hope that you’re seeing someone about these delusions. I can assure you that the last thing in the world I want is to be a dictator. We have a mandate from the people, my dear senators, a mandate to govern them properly according to our Constitution. Can’t we work together to accomplish that?”
“I suppose,” Senator Lewiston said, “but a lot of that will depend on how many more of us drop dead of heart attacks in the next few days. We came to warn you, Mr. President, that we will not sit by and allow you to use your personal death squads to intimidate us.”
“Well, I’m glad to hear that,” POTUS said. “Any senators who could be intimidated wouldn’t be worth the votes that put them in office, now would they?” He got to his feet. “Please, let me assure each and every one of you, I have absolutely no intention of arranging any unhappy endings for anyone. It’s been a rough few weeks since E & E was exposed, but can we get past that, now? We still have the business of governing to deal with, and I really don’t think we need to be bickering amongst ourselves right now.”




SEVENTEEN

The president pointed at Andrews. “Senator Andrews, your constituency is one of the only areas that still has an unemployment rate in double digits, so I know you’re trying to get jobs there. I’m looking very hard at putting a government supplies distribution center in your home city, and a new airbase within your state. That will create more than six thousand new civilian jobs, and the influx of money into your economy will generate another two or three thousand.”
He turned to Lewiston. “Jack, you want to protect some of your wildlands from oil drilling. I’ve been looking at the situation, and it seems to me that we can come to a compromise. There is a high point right on the edge of where we suspect your biggest oilfield would be, and we could drill in at an angle. That would allow us to harvest the oil under your wildlands without interfering with the ecology, and it would also generate new jobs in your state because we have to build a pipeline to carry that oil to the refineries. Is that enough to make you willing to give up this wild goose chase?”
“I—I’m not sure what to say, Mr. President,” Lewiston said. “I thought you were dead set against letting us set aside the wildlands.”
“Of course not,” POTUS said. “We need the oil, but we don’t have to destroy nature to get it. According to the US Geological Service, we can drill one well at an angle from the mountain outside that area and harvest all of that oil without causing any environmental issues. No fracking, no drilling in the wildlands, no interfering with the wildlife or local flora—just clean oil extraction.”
The four senators looked at one another, then Wellborn turned back to the president.
“You’re willing to compromise with each of us on some of our more critical points?”
“Haven’t I shown you that already?” he asked. “Gentlemen, and lady, of course, I am not your enemy. I realize that we often seem to be on opposite sides, but the truth is that we should be on the same side, which is the side of the American people. I’m willing to bend; are you?”
Wellborn looked at him for several seconds, then nodded. “I’ll have my office prepare some proposals for compromise,” he said. “We’ll see what your response is, then. In the meantime, I’m afraid we are not going to completely abandon our search for Ms. Peterson and where the assassination group may have gone. The last thing we need is to have them come out of the woodwork as a surprise down the line. I’m sure you can understand.”
“Of course, no problem,” the president said. “In fact, if you find them, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know. To be honest, there’s a few of them I’m not too sure we want running loose.”
The four senators filed out of his office a moment later, and the president sat down once again behind his desk. He stared at his desk for a moment, then took the special cell phone out of his pocket and hit the one icon in its speed dial list.
It rang twice before she answered.
“Hello, old friend,” Allison said. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you this soon.”
“I wasn’t expecting to call you this soon,” POTUS said. “I’m afraid we may have a bit of a problem, and I want your input on it.” He told her about the visit he had just had, and how it had gone.
“Sounds like they are bluffing,” Allison said. “I’m absolutely certain the drug that caused the heart attacks cannot be traced or identified. As unlikely as it may seem, the deaths of Clark and Mitchell are going to end up looking like just another pair of strange coincidences.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” the president said, “but these guys are out for blood. I may have stalled them, but they are just the tip of the iceberg. Now, obviously we can’t kill off every senator, and I certainly would not want to. I’m wondering if there might be some way to give them the idea that pursuing this would be a really bad idea. Any suggestions?”
“Not just at the moment, but give me a couple of days to work on it. I’ll see what I can come up with, okay?”
“Sounds good. Just remember, they are all looking for you hot and heavy. We may need to throw them a sacrificial lamb, someone they can publicly vilify. Any of your people you could give up for that?”
“Not if I can avoid it,” Allison said. “All of these people have served our country, Mr. President, and that would be a pretty dirty trick to play on them. Let me see what I can come up with and I’ll get back to you within a couple of days.” She paused for a moment. “On second thought, there is a team of my people in DC right now. I understand they have been temporarily assigned to DHS; the lead agent is Mark McCullers, so tell him that I told you to put him on these senators. He can monitor the situation and let me know if there’s a problem coming our way.”
“All right,” POTUS said. “I’ll make contact with him as soon as I can. I have a feeling this could turn into a serious problem if we don’t nip it in the bud right away.”
“I agree. I’ll wait for further information.”
The phone went dead, and the president put his special cell back into his pocket. When he had first taken office and had been briefed about the existence of E & E, something had told him it was going to blow up in his face eventually. This was one time when he wished he hadn’t been right.
McCullers, she had said. He punched the button on his phone and told his receptionist to get Charles Maybury on the phone. Maybury was the director of DHS, and he was put through less than a minute later.
“Mr. President,” Maybury said. “How can I help you today?”
“You’ve got a team on temporary assignment,” POTUS said. “Lead man is named McCullers. I need him and his team for a special job.”
Maybury hesitated for a split second. “Yes, sir,” he said. “What would you like him to do?”
“I want him to report to me, as soon as possible. This assignment is under the highest possible security compartmentalization, so I want it going from my lips to his ears.”
“Yes, sir,” Maybury said. “I’ll have him there within two hours.”
“Excellent, Charles,” POTUS said. “I probably don’t need to tell you that this is a good time to watch your back, do I?”
“No, sir,” Maybury said. “With the current climate here in DC, we may all be lucky to hold on to our jobs until the next election.”
The president said goodbye and hung up the phone. He dealt with other routine and nonroutine matters for the next hour and a half, and then his receptionist buzzed him again.
“Mr. President,” she said, “there are some people here who say they were sent by DHS.”
“Excellent,” the president said. “Send them right in.”
Five people filed into the Oval Office, and the president got up from behind the desk and invited them to sit on the sofas. When they had done so and introduced themselves, he began to brief them on the situation.
* * *
“I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him,” Senator Andrews had said, as soon as she and her compatriots had left the White House and were in their limousine. “He’s too devious. We all know damn well there’s no way both of those senators would’ve had heart attacks so close together. The odds against it are astronomical, I’m sure.”
“Not necessarily,” said Senator Hester. He had stayed quiet while they were with the president, but they knew he had his own agenda. “If you really think about it, in any sampling of people as large as the Senate, the chance of two of them dying by natural causes within a short time is really fairly high. I’m not siding with the president, but he is correct in his assessment that our jobs put us under a lot of stress. Heart attacks come from stress more than from any other reason.”
“Oh, get real,” Lewiston said. “They were both thorns in his side, and now they’re both gone. What do you really think are the chances he didn’t have something to do with it?”
“Slim to none,” Andrews said. “Gentlemen, we have it within our power to find out what really happened to that group. I suggest we use the tools at our disposal and expose this before it gets any worse.”
Wellborn shook his head. “I don’t know, Teresa,” he said. “You’re talking about using foreign agents. If it ever got out, that would blow up in all of our faces.”
“It won’t get out,” she said. “It’s a necessity, gentlemen. We need to find out where this group is located, and whether they are still operating. Finding Allison Peterson would be a bonus, but I would almost bet you that she’s right back in the saddle with those people. Now, if none of you have the balls to do this, I’ll take lead on it. Any objection?”
All three of the men looked at one another, then slowly shook their heads.
“Fine, I’ll handle it.” She leaned back in her seat and took out her cell phone, dialed the number from memory and put it to her ear. “Alex, this is Teresa. Remember that little problem we discussed yesterday? Yes, that’s the one. I need you to find out everything you can about it, where they are, what they’re doing and who’s in charge. How soon do you think you can give me an answer?”
Her eyes went wide. “Seriously? That quickly? Fine, then do it. I’ll be waiting for your call.”
She ended the call and put the phone away, then looked at the three men. “Alex says he can have them located by this time tomorrow. As soon as he does, he’s going to try to infiltrate the organization and learn all he can about what they are up to. If Ms. Peterson is there, he’ll know by the time he calls me back.”
Lewiston let out a sigh. “I hope she’s not,” he said. “If she is, that group is even more dangerous than they’ve ever been. I’m quite sure she wouldn’t bat an eye at eliminating any of us.”
“Of course she wouldn’t,” Wellborn said. “Why do you think she got the job in the first place?”
* * *
At seven o’clock the following morning in Guildford, the Home Robotics factory sounded its starting bell for the first time. Three hundred new employees made their way to their workstations and got ready to start assembling these exciting new appliances. The chassis and body components had already been made, and now it was just a matter of each station mounting the individual parts that would turn them from raw components into ready-to-sell products.
It took them an hour or so to get into the swing of things, but then new machines began rolling off every three minutes. Molly had suggested that they produce several thousand as quickly as they could, so that the marketing department could promise rapid delivery as soon as sales began coming in. Her demonstration videos were complete, and the advertising agency she’d hired out of London was creating the commercials that would begin airing worldwide within a couple of days. Her analysis indicated that they would be selling two or three thousand units a week for the first couple of months, with that number growing rapidly throughout the first year.
Despite the fact that so many people had been hired already, the personnel office was very busy. Milford Stratton, the personnel manager they had hired, had turned out to be a godsend since he knew almost everyone in the area. That included knowing who had a reputation for being late to work or simply failing to show, so he was able to eliminate a lot of trouble before it could even get started.
He had organized the personnel office well, hiring a couple of people to do nothing but intake interviews and refer likely candidates up the line to him. Most of the time, if it was somebody local, he could simply accept or reject them without having to speak with them personally. When it was someone he didn’t know, however, and the application or CV showed promise, he took the time to conduct a personal interview.
Such was the case with one application that came in that morning. Alexander Paulson had spent the last twelve years working for another major appliance manufacturer, and was qualified in almost every position. Milford read over his CV and then picked up the phone and called his name over the PA system. Mr. Paulson appeared in his office only a moment later, and Milford invited him to have a seat.
“Mr. Paulson,” he said. “I want to thank you for your application. You seem to be exactly what we might be looking for—potential executive material.”
“Thank you,” Paulson said with a grin. “When I heard you guys were opening up, I thought this might be a blessing for me. My mother is retiring here in a couple of months, and I’d like to be established in the area before that happens.”
“How fortunate for us,” Milford said. “I wanted to ask you, though, why you left your previous employer. Was there a problem that we should know about?”
Paulson smiled. “No, there wasn’t any problem,” he said. “To be honest, I simply had the feeling I had risen as high as they were going to allow me to rise. The company is owned by the Chinese, as I’m sure you’re aware. They don’t mind having blokes like me as foremen, but it’s very rare that an Englishman finds his way to the executive levels. I’m afraid I was rather outspoken with some of my superiors regarding shoddy business practices, so there was very little hope I was ever going to get off the production floor and into an office. I’m hoping that my experience might be useful in a more responsible capacity, here.”
“Indeed,” Milford said. “As it happens, we do have a few middle executive openings. Considering your experience, I think you might be quite well suited for production manager. The pay is quite good, more than twice what you were earning before, and you would be responsible for maintaining order and efficiency in all of the production department. The shift leaders and foremen would report to you about any problems they might find, and it would be up to you to find solutions. Does this sound like something you might be interested in?”
Paulson’s smile grew wider. “Why, of course,” he said. “Entry-level management, but that’s what I’m hoping for. This is such an innovative company that I’m looking forward to getting to know some of the people behind it.”
“And I’m sure they’ll find you quite a benefit. Very well, I shall approve you. Do you have time for an orientation today?”
“Certainly,” Paulson said. “There is no place else I’d rather be at this moment.”
Milford grinned. “That’s the pluck,” he said. “Let’s get the paperwork out of the way and then I’ll introduce you ’round.”
One of Milford’s secretaries came in and took Paulson to another room to start filling out all the employment paperwork that was required. That would take about an hour, and Milford told her to bring Mr. Paulson back to him when it was finished. As soon as they had left his office, Milford picked up the phone and dialed the extension for Noah’s office.
“Travis Lightner,” Noah said as he answered the phone.
“Yes, Mr. Lightner,” Milford said, “Milford Stratton in personnel. I have found a candidate for production manager, and I’d like to bring him to meet the executive staff. Would that be possible in about an hour?”
“Certainly, Milford,” Noah said. “Just bring him to the conference room, and I’ll have everyone there.”
“Very good, sir,” Milford said. “We shall see you then.”
He hung up the phone feeling confident. Paulson was exactly the kind of man they needed to fill such a responsible position.
He returned to Milford’s office right on schedule, and the two of them walked down the hallway and up the stairs toward the executive office area. The conference room was just across the hall from the stairwell, and Milford was delighted to find all of the top people there waiting.
He made the introductions quickly, and then all of them began asking Paulson questions. He had excellent answers to all of the questions, and it was evident from the expressions on their faces that they were very pleased to have him coming aboard. By the time the meeting was finished, he was on a first-name basis with everyone and was scheduled to start work the following morning.
“Alex, we are really looking forward to having you aboard,” Allison, whom he’d been introduced to as Judy, said. “Be sure and let me know if you run into any problems. I’ll be more than happy to help.”
Paulson smiled at her. “I’m delighted to be part of something so exciting and innovative,” he said. “I think we’re going to have some great times together.”
He left the offices then, walking out to his car in the visitor parking lot. He started up the three-year-old Land Rover and drove out onto the main road, then took a phone out of the glove box. He dialed a number and listened as it rang four times before Senator Teresa Andrews finally answered.
“Alex? Is that you?” Andrews asked.
“It’s me,” he replied, his natural Russian accent replacing his previous British one. “I told you I would find them, and I have. You’ll be happy to know that you were right, and Peterson is with them now. My only question is what you want to do about it.”
Andrews was quiet for a moment, then cleared her throat. “Alex, would it be possible for you to eliminate them? All of them?”
“Possible? Yes, but it’s not going to be either easy or inexpensive. I would need help, but I know where to get it. Do you want to know where to find them?”
“No! Goodness, no. I don’t want to know anything about this beyond what you’ve already told me. As for expense, how much are we talking about?”
Paulson was quiet for a moment, then said, “I’m thinking about three hundred thousand American. It’s rather obvious that these people are capable fighters, so I’m going to need some of the best. Send the money through the normal channels, and I’ll take care of it.”
“You’ll have it before the end of the day,” Andrews said. “And, Alex, when it’s done, I want photographs. I need proof that Peterson was there, and that they are all dead. You understand?”
“Of course,” Paulson said. “I guarantee you will be happy with the results.”
The line went dead and Paulson drove on into Guildford. He had a hotel room there, and got himself settled inside before he started making his other calls. Within two hours, he had arranged for a twelve-man team to work with him on eliminating all of the executive staff of Home Robotics, LTD.
* * *
Team Aladdin had been monitoring the four senators since receiving their assignment the day before. Bugs had been planted in their offices before the end of the day, and each of their cell phones had been successfully cloned. They were all sitting around Mark’s hotel room as they listened in on every phone call and office meeting.
Kate Henderson had been especially focused on Teresa Andrews, because the president had indicated that she seemed to be the spokesperson for the group. She was kicked back in a chair with a pair of earbuds in place and a laptop on the end table beside her.
Suddenly, her eyes opened and she held up a finger to get Mark’s attention. She tapped a few keys on the computer and unplugged the earbuds so they could all hear the recording she’d just made of Andrews’ conversation.
When it was finished playing, she looked at Mark. “This is bad,” she said. “Whoever this Alex is, he has apparently located Noah and the rest there in England, especially if he knows that Allison is with them, now. We need to let Noah know what’s going on, and right away.”
“I agree,” Mark said. “I’m not supposed to call him unless it’s an absolute necessity, but I believe this would qualify, don’t you?” He was taking his phone out of his pocket as he spoke, and he dialed with his thumb then put the phone to his ear.
“This is Camelot,” Noah said. “Aladdin?”
“Indeed it is,” Mark said. “Boss man, we have been working on something for the top guy and it’s just paid off. There is a man named Alex, no last name at this point, who is working with Senator Teresa Andrews and a few others to try to locate and expose you. He just called her to say that he had accomplished that mission, and that Allison is there with you.”
“Should we be expecting trouble?” Noah asked.
“Absolutely, but I’m not certain what kind. Andrews asked him if he could eliminate you and agreed to pay his price today. He said he’s going to need help, so you may have anywhere from a few hours to a couple of days to prepare, but trouble is definitely coming. The only thing you have working in your favor is that Andrews did not want to know where you are. She specifically insisted he not tell her, but that doesn’t mean he won’t give her that information later.”
“I understand,” Noah said. “Aladdin, make sure you know where Senator Andrews is located. It’s possible there may be a sanction coming your way.”
“Yes, sir,” Mark said. “We are on top of it.”
He ended the call and looked at the rest of his team. “New orders,” he said. “We get to deal with Andrews if the sanction is approved.”
Kate looked him in the eye. “Personally, I hope it is.”




EIGHTEEN

Noah had immediately called everyone back to the conference room. As soon as they were all inside, he closed the door and asked Neil to make sure no one outside the room could hear them. The moment Neil gave the all clear, he began speaking.
“Our new man, Alex Paulson, is a rogue agent. Shortly after leaving here, he made contact with Senator Andrews back home to tell her that he had found us, and that you, Allison, are here with us. He did not tell her where we are, because she said she did not want to know. I can only assume that is for plausible deniability if this were to blow up in her face. Fortunately, Team Aladdin had been conscripted by the president to watch the situation, and they were able to intercept that call. Paulson offered to eliminate all of us for a price, which Andrews agreed to pay immediately. He told her that he is going to need help, so we have at least a small window to prepare for what is almost certainly going to be a military-style attack. His goal is going to be to kill all of us, while also exposing our connection to E & E.”
“Teresa Andrews,” Allison said. “That little bitch. That woman has been more trouble than she’s ever been worth. I can tell you that she wasn’t in this alone, she would be working with Wellborn, and probably a few others. They weren’t quite as bad as Clark and Mitchell, but they definitely liked trying to clamp down on me whenever they could.” She shook her head. “Maybe you should evacuate, Noah. Get everyone out of here now, before it happens. If he comes back and finds us all gone, there won’t be any point in attacking the factory. If they do attack, a lot of innocent people here are likely to lose their lives.”
“I don’t intend to let it come to that,” Noah said. “He knows who we are, at least who we are locally, which means he could easily find my wife and daughter. Neil, get me his address in Guildford; I think he and I are about to have a talk.”
“Already got it, Boss,” Neil said. “He’s at the Kingsland Hotel, room three thirty, and according to the internal security system at that hotel, he is currently in his room. I’ve got the security cameras in the hallways, so if he moves I’ll know it.”
“Noah, you could be walking into a trap,” Allison said. “It’s quite possible that he was fully aware Andrews’ phone was being tapped, and that you would be learning about this impending attack. If that’s the case, he’s probably expecting you to show up there.”
“So be it,” Noah said. “Considering the risk to my wife and daughter, I intend to eliminate him before he can do anything else.”
“Hold up, Boss,” Neil said. “I’ve got an awful lot of cell phone activity coming from his room, and I mean a lot. The cell tower log says he’s only been on the phone for the last fifteen minutes, but he’s made eight different calls. He’s rounding up a crew right now.”
Noah bit the inside of his cheek. “Then it’s too late to handle it quietly,” he said. “Marco, take Cody and Renée and get home. Do whatever it takes to protect my family. I would say the odds are good that he’s not planning to act tonight, so it’ll probably be tomorrow or the following day. I think what we need to do is let him come on to work in the morning and watch him. Wally, I want Esmeralda up here. Alex has not met her, so we can say she’s his new secretary. Her reactions are going to be faster than anyone else’s, and she can let us know when he starts showing signs of preparing for action.”
“I think that’s a good idea,” Wally said. “You know, she has the deception detection software built right into her; she can tell instantly when someone is lying, Noah.”
“Good, that may come in handy. Jenny, you are head of security. Contact our security company and arrange for special perimeter security. We want at least a couple dozen people hidden in the brush outside the fence. If any of his people try to come in through a back way, I want somebody running interference. Make it clear that this is a life or death situation, and that there will be bonuses for kill shots.”
“Seriously?” Jenny asked. “Is that legal over here?”
“I don’t think it’s legal anywhere, but any security company knows what it means. We don’t want any of these people taken alive, because that would give them the opportunity to talk. We need to silence them as quickly as possible, and then we can deal with Senator Andrews and her accomplices. I have Aladdin standing by for that purpose.”
“Fine,” Jenny said. “But do me one favor, and leave this guy Alex for me. I want to take him out personally.”
Neil looked at her. “I thought you had decided you were done with that,” he said. “Isn’t that what you said?”
“I changed my mind,” she growled. “I think my problem was just a little bit of burnout, but I’m over it. To be honest, I was jealous as hell that Esmeralda was out there with my team, doing my job.”
Noah nodded at her. “It’s good to have you back,” he said. “And I’ll agree to let you have Paulson as long as you understand that we need every bit of information we can get out of him before he dies.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll make him sing like a canary.”
“So we are working on the theory that the attack is not coming until at least sometime tomorrow, right?” Allison asked. “Do you honestly think that makes sense?”
“It does,” JC said suddenly. “This guy is a professional—he’s going to want time to recon. He’ll have his people ready somewhere not far away, but they won’t attack until he gives the order. He’ll want to be certain that he knows where each of us is going to be when that attack comes. He can’t possibly learn that without at least a few hours here at the offices.”
“I agree,” Noah said. “He’s going to want to know every possible thing that could go wrong before the attack begins. That’s the only way he has any hope of actually taking all of us out at once, and he’s going to have to make it work that quickly if he hopes to survive.”
“It’s likely that he’s going to pretend to be frightened when the attack begins, just so that he can get behind some of us,” Molly said. “We have to make certain he is never out of sight, that we have some kind of surveillance on him every second from the moment he arrives tomorrow morning. If we don’t, he’s going to get into a position where he can at least take some of us down, and I don’t want to see that happen. Never mind the fact that I want to live; all of you people have become pretty important to me as well, and I don’t want anything happening to any of you.”
“All right, people,” Noah said. “We know what we are up against, so let’s get busy preparing. I’m going to keep Marco and Renée at home tomorrow, so remember that we must prevail. If we don’t, everyone we care about at the Manor is going to die.”
“I have a thought,” Neil said. “It’s highly likely he’s going to use a cell phone or some other electronic device to remain in contact with whoever he’s recruited. I can set up a program now that will monitor all electronic communications in and out of the building. One of us can watch the monitor and see if we can learn anything about when the attack will occur. That would at least give us a warning so we can prepare.”
“Do it,” Noah said. “Wally, is there any way you can have Esmeralda monitor that program? Her computing power will be a lot faster than I was trying to figure out what is and isn’t a signal.”
Wally giggled. “No problem at all,” he said. “Neil, let’s huddle.”
* * *
Vladimir Popov was one of the best Alex had ever worked with in the past, and he had been fortunate that the man had been available in the UK. In less than two hours, Vladimir had been able to round up a twelve-man force comprised of Special Forces soldiers from five different countries. Any one of these men would be a match for an entire platoon of regular soldiers, and they all knew it. They were the best there were, and the only thing that motivated them was money.
Paulson had contacted Vladimir by phone, but the man would not commit to anything without receiving half his payment upfront. It was just after eight o’clock that evening when they met at a local pub in Guildford. Paulson slipped an envelope containing fifty thousand American dollars across the table and Vladimir made it vanish instantly.
“I need you to find somewhere to wait,” Paulson said. “You’ll be in command of the entire operation, but you can’t make a move until I’m certain of where the targets will be. I’m going to try to get them all into one area of the buildings, and I’m pretty sure I can, and that’s when I’m going to send you the signal. It will be a text message, and all it will say is ‘now,’ along with where the targets will be waiting. Got that?”
Vladimir nodded. “This will be easy,” he said. “They will not even know what is happening until it is over.”
“That is how I want it to happen,” Paulson said. “We strike quickly and suddenly, and we concentrate on the targets in the executive offices. Not all of them are actual targets, but it will be impossible to know which ones are and which ones are not when everything begins. We take them all, and we say our prayers for the collateral damage.”
“I will leave the prayers for you,” Vladimir said. “I have no time for such things. Just be sure I can find you to collect the rest of our money when this is over.”
“How many times have I hired you? Have I ever failed to pay you? You won’t need to worry about finding me, I will find you.”
Vladimir nodded. “True, you always do. Very well, we will rest for tonight and be in place early tomorrow morning. When you send the signal, we will come through the back fence. Again, they will not know what hit them.”
Vladimir got up and left, and Paulson sat where he was for a moment longer. He had one more call to make, and he took care of it while he sat in the booth alone.
The call ended and Paulson decided to simply relax for the evening. He went back to his hotel and made himself a drink from the minibar, then sat down to watch some television. He found an old program about seven castaways on an island and watched two episodes back to back. As the second one finished, his cell phone rang and he saw that it was Vladimir calling.
“This is Alex,” he said as he answered. “What can I do for you?”
“I found a staging area,” Vladimir said. “A kilometer east of the factory. It’s an old barn, sitting empty and invisible from the road. There is an easily navigated path through the forest surrounding the factory compound, so it will take us less than five minutes to get there.”
“Excellent,” Paulson said. “You have all the equipment you need?”
“Of course. We make sure to keep plenty of it with us. We all have our weapons, and there is more than enough ammunition. We can complete the entire operation in less than a quarter hour.”
“That’s good news. Just wait for my signal, and we’ll get this over with quickly.”
* * *
Alex Paulson reported for work the following morning precisely at eight a.m., and he found his new office with no trouble. Emily Walker—i.e., Molly—the COO’s executive assistant, was waiting there with another young woman.
“Mr. Paulson,” Molly said with a smile. “You’re right on time. I’d like you to meet Emma Renaldo, your secretary.”
Esmeralda had been briefed on her temporary position, and she smiled at Paulson as he extended a hand. “Wonderful to meet you, sir,” she said with a local accent. “I’ve been hearing all about you this morning. I’m sure it will be a pleasure to work with you.”
Paulson grinned at the girl. “The pleasure is mine,” he said. “You seem quite capable. Have you held a similar position in the past?”
“I’ve been doing secretarial work for the last four years,” Esmeralda said. “I was delighted when this firm opened up, because I had been driving all the way into London for work. Now my commute is less than ten minutes.”
“All right, then,” Paulson said. “Perhaps you can show me what it is I’m supposed to be doing.”
Molly put a hand on Esmeralda’s shoulder. “I’ll leave you to it,” she said. “Mr. Paulson, let me know if you need anything else.”
Paulson watched her walk away for a moment, then turned back to Esmeralda. “I was being serious,” he said. “Can you show me what it is I’m supposed to do in this job? All I know is I’m the production manager, but I have no idea what the production manager is supposed to do.”
Esmeralda smiled. “I’ll be more than happy to show you,” she said. “Shall we go into your office?”
She spent the next hour introducing him to the numerous forms he would be required to maintain regarding production quotas, actual deliverables, accidents and incidents, machine maintenance and dozens of other areas that needed close monitoring. Each of the forms was built into the computer system, so all he had to do was fill them out and save them, which instantly submitted them to the COO. He was also required to print a hard copy and keep it on file for each form. The printer, Esmeralda showed him, was near her desk, so she would handle filing them away.
Finally, she left him alone in his office and Paulson cautiously took out his cell phone. He sent a text to Vladimir, which read: Are you in place?
Vladimir replied almost instantly. We are ready. As I told you, the barn is only a kilometer away. It will take us only minutes to strike when you give the word.
Very good, Paulson replied. I will schedule a group meeting and let you know when it will take place.
* * *
“Esmeralda to Noah,” Noah heard through his subcom.
“Noah to Esmeralda, go ahead.”
“Mr. Paulson has just sent a text message. He asked if someone was in place, and the reply said that multiple people are ready in a barn only a kilometer from us. I took the liberty of scanning aerial images of our location and have located a barn slightly less than one kilometer away to the east.”
“Excellent work,” Noah said. “We may be able to handle this without waiting for the attack.” He picked up the phone on his desk and hit the button to connect him to Allison. “Esmeralda has intercepted a text message from Paulson. His strike team is holed up in a barn a kilometer from here, off to the east. I want everybody in my office as soon as possible.”
He repeated the call several times, notifying Jenny, Wally, Neil and Molly, as well as Team Pegasus, who were all in the building learning to act like salespeople. They were all gathered in his office less than ten minutes later.
“Paulson’s strike team is just a kilometer away,” he said. He pointed to a monitor on the wall behind his desk as a Google aerial photo appeared showing the barn. “I’m thinking that we could strike first, take them out before they have a chance to make their attack.”
“Damn right,” Jenny said. “I’ve got two dozen mercenaries stationed around the perimeter. Shall I simply send them over there? Let them earn their pay for the day?”
“Do you have confidence in them?” Noah asked. “These guys Paulson has lined up are probably very professional.”
“I think these boys can handle it,” Jenny said. “Every one of them is former SAS, and the weapons they carry are definitely not the stuff you buy at sporting goods stores. I think they can do the job, Noah.”
“Go ahead, then. Neil, can you get a drone in the air to watch what happens?”
“You bet,” the skinny kid said. “Give me two minutes.” He got up and hurried out of the office, returning less than two minutes later with his laptop.
“I have a couple of drones on the roof of the building already, just for such emergencies. Launching number one, now.”
The monitor behind Noah suddenly lit up again, and they were treated to the view from the drone’s camera. It took less than a minute and a half for it to get into place over the barn, high enough not to be noticed by the people inside.
Jenny had also left the office at the same time as Neil, and it was only about three minutes later when the drone spotted a number of men moving through the brush. The wild growth of trees and bushes reached almost all the way up to the barn, so they were able to stay in cover until they were extremely close.
Suddenly, as if on a silent signal, all of the men rushed the building. Some of them fired weapons through gaps in the boards on the side of the barn, while the rest stormed in through the doors on either end. Neil brought the drone lower so that it could get a better view and turned on its microphones, allowing them to hear the sound of gunshots.
* * *
In the barn, Vladimir and his men were relaxing on musty bales of hay that had obviously been there for many years. Some of them were listening to music with earbuds, but Vladimir didn’t complain. These were some of the best, and he was confident in their ability to shift from relaxed to action mode in a split second.
He himself was leaning against one of the walls, the one closest to their objective. The old building was weathered and gray, but its bones were still good. There were occasional spots where boards had rotted away and fallen off the side, and he was positioned where he could keep watch through one of those spots.
He happened to glance out at that moment, just in time to see a flicker of motion in the brush. He froze instantly and stared at the spot, but nothing happened for the next few seconds. He adjusted his position so that he could look around outside a little better, and that’s when more than a dozen men dressed in camo fatigues suddenly burst out of the brush.
“We are under attack!” Vladimir shouted, but they were the last words he ever uttered. One of the men outside had heard him and began firing through the wall, three of the bullets taking him in the throat and instantly decapitating him.
The rest of the men in the barn leapt to their feet, but the surprise was too complete. They focused their attention on the wall the bullets had come through, and by the time they realized they were being shot from the doorways, it was too late. On one end of the barn, the attacking security mercenaries had dropped low and were firing upward, while on the other end the soldiers stood tall and proud. The crossfire flew over the heads of each team, but almost every bullet found a mark. In less than fourteen seconds, all twelve of Vladimir’s soldiers lay dead on the barn floor.
* * *
Jenny had come back into the office while the assault was taking place, and a portable radio in her hand came to life a moment later.
“Bravo leader to security,” they heard.
Jenny put the radio to her face and said, “Go for security.”
“Objective complete. No casualties, no survivors.”
“Good work,” Jenny said. “Resume the perimeter.”
Noah turned his chair back around to look at the rest of them. “I believe it’s time for Mr. Paulson to be properly interviewed,” he said.




NINETEEN

Alexander Zotrovich, currently known as Alex Paulson, looked up as his secretary stepped through his office door.
“Yes, Emma?” he asked. “What is it?”
“I’m afraid I need you to come with me,” Esmeralda said. “Mr. Lightner and Ms. Jamison would like to speak with you privately.”
The girl was not smiling, and there was something almost mechanical about her all of a sudden. A frisson of fear shot up Paulson’s spine, and he wasted no time coming to the conclusion that he had been discovered and his plans were undoubtedly foiled.
This girl, however, posed no threat to him, he was sure. He smiled as he got up from his chair and approached her, then suddenly swung his fist at her face. If he could knock her down and stun her, he thought he could make it out of the building before they could catch him.
His fist contacted her cheek, but it barely even rocked her. His hand bounced off and he suddenly realized that some of its bones were cracked, at the very least. His eyes went wide as she reached out and grabbed him by his arm.
“Please don’t do that again,” she said calmly. “I was instructed not to hurt you if at all possible.”
She dragged him behind her and led him down the hallway, then down the stairs and through another hall. At the end of this one, he was dragged into a room and forced to sit in a metal chair that was mounted to the floor. Noah and Jenny were there waiting, and Esmeralda took a position against the wall to one side.
“Mr. Lightner,” Paulson said. “Can I ask what in the world this is about?”
“It’s about finding out everything you can tell me about the people who hired you,” Noah said. “I know that you are aware of who we really are, so we can drop the pretense. My name is Noah Wolf, and this is Jennifer Lance. We are both professional assassins, but Ms. Lance has some additional talents.”
“I don’t understand,” Paulson said. “I thought you were Travis Lightner?”
“Mr. Paulson,” Jenny said, “your call with Teresa Andrews was intercepted yesterday. We know that you are aware of who we are, so let’s not play games. You agreed to try to kill all of us, and you even arranged for a team of mercenaries to do the job for you. Unfortunately for you, your text message was also intercepted this morning, and we were able to locate them. Our own mercenaries, the people in the security uniforms you see running around, were able to take them all out in a surprise attack just ten minutes ago. You are completely alone, and no one is coming to rescue you. Now, I’m going to ask you some questions, and if I don’t like the answers I get, you’re going to find out just what those other talents of mine really are.”
She had been standing with her hands behind her back. She brought them forward, and Paulson saw the curved karambit daggers she was holding.
He looked at the knives, then at Jenny’s face. There was no doubt in his mind that he was looking into the eyes of a killer, and he realized instantly that he was about to die. He also knew there was probably no way he was going to resist the torture that was coming and avoid giving up the information they wanted. He’d learned long ago that human beings were not capable of enduring pain for long before they would do absolutely anything to appease whoever was applying it.
That meant he had only one hope if he wanted to survive, and that lay in convincing these people that he would be more valuable to them alive than dead.
“You’re not going to need those,” he said, his British accent vanishing in favor of the one from his native Russia. “I’m going to willingly tell you whatever you want to know, and then I’m going to offer you my services in taking whatever revenge you like. I am a man who works for the highest bidder, and right now you hold the only price I truly want. My life.”
“Good,” Noah said. “What advantage does Senator Andrews hope to gain by eliminating us?”
“It wasn’t just eliminating you that she wanted,” Paulson said. “I was to provide her with photographs of your bodies, in particular yourself and Ms. Peterson. She planned to use them to sway political opinion against the president, by accusing him of setting you all up outside the country so you could continue to do the same things you’ve been doing. Her party hopes to reclaim the White House in the next election, so even if they were not able to remove the president from office, they figured the damage it would do to his reputation and that of his party would be enough to ensure they could win.”
Noah looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “That makes sense,” he said. “What is her connection to the organization that has worked to expose us?”
“Government Watch? I don’t think she has any direct connection to them, I think she was just taking advantage of their work to try to damage the president’s administration. I don’t believe she even has any real objections to your agency, or the work you do. She was simply using a tool that became available. I know that she was actually on one of the committees that supervised your agency, so she can’t claim she never knew what you were doing, or what your purpose was. She just jumped at the chance to distance herself from it and keep her own involvement from coming to light.”
Jenny looked at Noah, who nodded again. “He’s telling the truth,” Noah said. “Mr. Paulson, you accepted money from her in return for killing us. I’m guessing this is not the first time she has requested such a service of you?”
“Not at all. She first became my client three years ago, when she was chairwoman of the Senate Trade Committee. Her job was to ensure continued trade with Brazil and Argentina, but both of those countries had people who were trying to break off trade with the US. Someone gave her my contact information and she very cautiously reached out to ask how I might be able to help her change their minds.” He shrugged. “I couldn’t change their minds, but I could change who sat in their seats. I arranged for their assassinations, and the people who replaced them were smart enough to be amenable to her desires.”
“And since then?” Noah asked.
“Since then, I have arranged for the deaths of six other people at her orders. She made it clear that I was quite useful, and that she intended to continue employing me for a long time to come.”
“When you spoke to her yesterday, she seemed surprised that you had found us so quickly. How did you accomplish that?”
Paulson grinned. “A man in my position develops many contacts throughout the intelligence community. I knew you were here in the UK a month ago, but I was not sure exactly where. The launch of a new high-tech company in a place like Guildford was quite surprising, so I suspected you might be involved. An hour’s recon two evenings ago was enough to show me I was correct, and that all I had to do was present myself as a candidate for one of your positions in order to get close enough to determine whether Ms. Peterson was here. Once I knew that, I reported to Senator Andrews. That was when she asked me about arranging your elimination.”
“I understand you agreed to that pretty fast,” Jenny said. “Did you really think it would be that easy to take us down? We took the mercenaries out before they even knew what was happening. You should probably have spent more time considering just who you were going up against.”
His grin stayed in place. “I knew exactly who I was dealing with,” he said. “You, Mr. Wolf, are the famous Camelot. I wasn’t sure who you were, Ms. Lance, until now. I have no doubt you are the assassin known as Cinderella. Am I correct?”
“If you knew that,” Jenny said, her own grin appearing evil, “I’m surprised you didn’t arrange for more than just a handful of mercenaries to come after us.”
“She just made a good point,” Noah said. “You came into this without a backup plan?”
Paulson shrugged. “Perhaps I was a bit overconfident,” he said. “Or perhaps I did have a backup plan, and it simply escaped your notice.” Moving slowly, he glanced at his wristwatch. “I suspect you’ll know about it soon enough, however.”
Jenny spun her daggers on her fingers and took a step toward him. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Noah looked into Paulson’s eyes for several seconds, and then his face turned to steel. “You know where I live,” he said softly. “What have you done, Mr. Paulson?”
Paulson started to speak, but suddenly Noah held up a hand to tell him to wait. His subcom had come to life, as had Jenny’s.
“Sarah to Noah,” they both heard. “Noah, there are armed men here, and they are holding all of us at gunpoint.”
“I understand,” Noah said. “Cooperate with them for the moment.” He looked at Paulson, and the Russian was surprised at how composed Noah’s face appeared to be. “You said you want your life,” Noah said. “Call them off, now, and I will let you keep it.”
Paulson nodded. “I will need to use my phone,” he said. Still moving slowly, he reached into his pocket with two fingers and took out his cell phone. With Noah watching him closely, he dialed a number and put it on speaker.
“Da?” said a voice through the line.
“This is Alex,” Paulson said. “Have you harmed anyone?”
“Not yet,” said the voice. “You only said to hold them until we heard from you. What shall we do now?”
“Leave,” Paulson said. “Harm no one, just turn around and leave. Under no circumstances is anyone to be injured, do you understand?”
There was hesitation on the line for a couple of seconds, but then the man responded in the affirmative. “We will leave now,” he said. He went on, as if speaking to the people in the household. “If you allow us to depart without incident, no one will be harmed. If you try to stop us, we will fight.”
Noah sent a quick message to Sarah, and then he heard her voice. “Noah says to let them go,” she said.
Through the subcom, they heard Sarah. “They left the house, and they are getting into the vehicles. Noah, should we really just let them walk away?”
“Yes,” Noah said. “They won’t be back. Noah out.” He looked at Paulson again. “You have your life,” he said. “You said something earlier about helping us to achieve revenge. I have something else in mind, and if you cooperate, you and I will part without further difficulties.”
Paulson had turned off his phone and put it back into his pocket. “I have earned my life.  If I help you further, there will be a fee.”
Noah nodded. “I can live with that,” he said. “This entire conversation has been recorded. I had planned to use it to expose Senator Andrews and her co-conspirators, but it would be better if I could arrange for you to testify to a special subcommittee. The problem is that I will need you to testify to things somewhat different than what this video would reveal. Are you willing to do that?”
Paulson’s eyes went wide. “Testify? To your government? Can you guarantee me any kind of immunity?”
“I can,” Noah said. “You will only testify that you were approached by Senator Andrews to create falsified evidence to be used against the president, and that she and her co-conspirators were responsible for the abduction of Allison Peterson. You’ll also testify that she told you Ms. Peterson had been terminated, and that you have reason to believe she is telling the truth. Your entire testimony will be designed to make it appear that E & E was created because of pressure applied by Andrews and a few other senators, and that they regularly perverted it for their own benefit. You will not be asked about any criminal actions of your own other than those you were asked to perform in this matter. Would you agree to my terms?”
Paulson looked into his eyes for a long moment, then slowly nodded. “I will, if you will meet mine. I want two hundred thousand American dollars, transferred into a special account I have set up before this testimony is given.”
“I agree,” Noah said. “Of course, you realize that I will not let you out of our sight until this takes place.”
Paulson shrugged. “That is understandable,” he said. “However, I would like to have someone go to my hotel and gather my things. I can assure you that there are no weapons or booby-traps. It is only my clothing and toiletries that I need.”
“I can arrange that.” Noah turned to Jenny. “Would you find out where we can keep Mr. Paulson until showtime?”
“I know just the place,” Jenny said. “The security office in this building actually has a couple of holding cells, and there’s a bathroom in each of them. I think he’ll be real comfortable there.” She gave Paulson an evil grin, then turned to Noah. “And you need to find me someone to kill, and I mean soon!”
* * *
Jenny led Paulson to the holding cell she had chosen for him and locked him inside. After checking the lock to be sure it was secure, she turned and left the room. One of her regular security staff was assigned to keep an eye on the door, but no one was supposed to enter the room until she came to collect the prisoner.
She went to the conference room, where Noah gathered everyone else and was explaining what was going on. Allison, her own eyes going fairly wide, stared at Noah as he explained how Paulson was going to work with them to turn the tables against Andrews and her cronies. Once she was sure she understood the situation, she took out her phone and dialed the special code that would connect her directly to the president of the United States.
“Hello, old friend,” the president said when he answered. “How are you holding up over there?”
“Pretty well, actually,” Allison said. “Your buddy over here has come up with a dynamite plan to help shut down a lot of our recent problems. It seems that Senator Andrews and her little clique have made an attempt to get rid of all of us, and they were planning to use photographs of our dead bodies to make you look bad. We were able to turn the tables on them, and the man she was using to set the operation up has agreed to testify against her. How soon can you get a special intelligence committee put together to hear the testimony?”
“How soon do I need it? I mean, I can have something ready by this time tomorrow.”
“Then do it,” Allison said. “We’ll transmit to you a list of questions to be asked and subjects to be avoided, and they will be designed to take the recent upheavals and turn them on your enemies in Congress. I’m afraid I won’t be able to attend personally, but this ought to be one hell of a show.”
“You’ve definitely got me intrigued,” POTUS said. “Give me the questions, and I’ll get the committee set up. Let’s call it noon tomorrow, will that work?”
“It’ll work. I’ll let you know what time the plane will arrive, because you’re going to want to make sure this witness and his escorts get safely to where you want them.”
The call ended, and Allison put the phone away as she looked at Jenny. “Now,” she said. “Go get him, and we can start going over his testimony.”
“I’m going to leave you to it,” Noah said. “I’ll see you at home tonight.” He left the office and made his way out to the parking lot, where he got into the little Panther that Wally had built. He started the car up and drove out of the parking lot, waving to the security guard at the main gate.
Getting home in the little supercar took only minutes, and he parked it on the circle drive right in front of the house. He hopped over the door of the car and hurried up the stairs, then followed the sound of voices to the Great Hall, where he found Sarah and everyone else.
Thomas looked at him as he entered and managed to grin. “We have had an adventure, sir,” he said. “I am delighted to say that no one has been injured.”
“I’m very glad,” Noah said, as Sarah got up from her seat and hurried into his arms. She was holding baby Norah, and snuggled close under his arm. “Baby? Are you okay?”
“We’re all fine,” Sarah managed to say. “I’ll admit that I was scared, but the man in charge made it clear that he was not told to hurt anyone. It was just something about keeping us all together while something else was going on.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “Some people tried to force the company to do some things we didn’t want to do, but I was able to turn the tables on them. I guess they thought keeping you all captive would give them an advantage, but they learned differently. It’s all under control, now.” He looked up at Thomas again. “Thomas, I cannot apologize enough that your family was caught up in this. I’m fairly sure it will not happen again.”
“There is naught to apologize for, sir,” the butler said. “When a family of servants works for wealth and power, such things do occasionally take place. I’m only grateful that none of the lads, yours or mine, were foolish enough to attempt to put up a fight. The thing ended peacefully, and that is always the best possible outcome.”
“I agree,” Noah said, “but I’m also going to install security at the Manor. I will not leave any of us vulnerable to an attack like that again.”
“Very good, sir,” Thomas said. “Shall we prepare the tea?”
Noah deliberately put a grin on his face. “I think tea would hit the spot, right about now.”
* * *
Jenny relieved the security guard and opened the door to her office, and that was when Paulson made his move. He had managed to pick the lock on the cell using a set of picks that had been concealed in the heel of his shoe, and was considering how to take out the security guard when he heard Jenny’s voice. He had ducked behind the door, and lunged at her as she stepped inside.
Since he hadn’t had a chance to grab a weapon, he simply threw his arms around her and bore her down to the floor, grabbing her hair and smashing her face into the floor as hard as he could. Jenny was stunned, and simply lay where she was as he got off of her and began frisking her for the knives he knew she had hidden somewhere in her clothing. He found one of the karambit daggers tucked into a back pocket, and struggled for a moment to release it from its sheath.
That moment, and the fact that the sheath used a clip that locked the knife into it, were the things that saved Jenny’s life. She regained enough of her senses to realize what was happening, and snap-rolled herself over, striking Paulson in the face with one foot as she did so. He fell onto his backside, and his eyes went wide when he saw that she snatched two more of the daggers from somewhere inside the dress jacket she was wearing.
Jenny swiped at his throat with one of them, but the man’s reflexes were incredible. He rolled backward and did a reverse somersault, coming up on his feet only a split-second later. Jenny spun and got onto her own feet, her face contorted with a grin as she saw him finally free the dagger from its sheath.
“I’ve done this too many times, girl,” Paulson said. “You cannot think yourself a match for me.”
“You think?” Jenny asked, her grin getting wider. “Well, why don’t you just come on and find out. This ain’t my first rodeo either, buddy.”
The two of them circled each other for a moment, each of them feinting occasionally. Paulson was careful to stay out of her reach, but he was considerably taller and had much longer arms. Jenny had to dance quite energetically to avoid his own attacks, but she was quickly learning how the man moved. The third time he lunged toward her, rather than moving away, she simply ducked under his arm and came up behind it, her own dagger slicing across his forearm just below the elbow.
She was impressed that he did not scream, but only spun away out of her reach before she could strike again. He glanced once at the wound and then transferred his dagger to the other hand, letting his wounded right arm dangle at his side.
“That was good,” he said. “You might be a challenge after all.”
“Really? Gee, thanks for the compliment. I’m still waiting for you to show me how good you’re supposed to be.”
“You won’t wait long,” Paulson said. He feinted toward the left as if he were about to run for the door, then hooked his right foot around the trash can that sat beside her desk and kicked it toward her face.
Jenny instinctively put up a hand to block it, and then realized her mistake. She had closed her eyes in reflex for just a second, but Paulson’s dagger tip scored a point as it cut through her pants on her left thigh. Like him, she only hissed once at the pain, then favored that leg as she moved to a more defensible position.
“Well, we could do this the easy way,” Paulson said. “There’s no way you could catch me now, so move away from the door and let me leave. That way, you get to keep yourself alive for another day.”
“Yeah,” Jenny said, “but that would mean you were still alive, too, and that just doesn’t fit with my plans for the evening. Come on, you chickenshit, you’re not afraid of a girl, are you?”
Paulson chuckled. He didn’t reply, but kept moving so that he was out of her reach. The two of them continued the deadly dance for more than a minute, but the blood loss from the cut on her thigh was beginning to leave Jenny feeling weak. She knew that shock was going to set in soon, and didn’t want to consider what might happen if she were to lose the ability to remain on her feet.
“One chance,” she said. “Drop the knife and go back in the cell, and I won’t kill you.”
This time, Paulson laughed aloud. “I don’t think you are in a position to make such a bargain,” he said. “I can see you faltering, so this isn’t going to last much longer.”
Jenny shrugged. “No, it won’t,” she said. “Just remember, I gave you a chance.”
Paulson lunged toward her, another fake attack, but for a split second his eyes were on her body rather than her face. At that exact moment, Jenny spun her daggers and let their rings slip off her fingers, then pulled back both arms and flung them forward again.
Paulson was still grinning when he felt the impacts, and it took another second for him to realize that both of her daggers had struck him in the chest. He looked down to see that they had each slid between ribs, and blood was flowing down his chest from his wound.
The one on the left had a steady flow, but the one on the right was pulsing, blood spurting for a second, then receding, only to spurt again. The tip of the blade had pierced an artery, and he knew it was a serious wound. No matter what he did, there was no hope that he was going to get away now, and the sudden reduction in blood pressure told him that consciousness was his for only a minute or so more.
“Neat trick,” he managed to say, and then his arms began to feel weak. He looked at the one holding the knife and saw it sagging, but that was when his legs began to tremble. “Good God,” he said. “You’ve actually beaten me.”
He sagged to his knees, both hands now resting on the floor. Jenny stayed where she was, watching him closely as the color drained out of his face. When he began struggling to breathe, she knew that his brain was demanding more oxygen from the little blood that was still reaching it, but then he pitched forward onto his face and lay still, his breathing ragged.
“Jenny to Neil,” she said into her subcom. “Baby? I think I need your help. Paulson tried to get away, and we cut each other up. If you don’t get here pretty soon, one of us might not survive.”
* * *
Thomas and the rest of the servants left the room and headed toward the kitchens, while Noah sat down with Sarah, Marco, Renée and Cody.
“You want to fill me in there, Boss?” Marco asked.
“Paulson had a squad of mercenaries lined out to attack the factory, but we were able to locate them and take them out before they got the chance. While I was questioning him, I found out he had a backup plan that involved taking all of you hostage. I had just figured it out when Sarah contacted me and told me what was happening.”
“May I assume Mr. Paulson has met with some form of justice?”
“Actually, he volunteered to help us take down the organization within the Senate that has been behind all of our recent troubles. I will be escorting him to Washington later tonight, so that he can testify before a special Senate committee tomorrow at noon.”
Sarah looked up at him. “You’re going yourself?” she asked.
“I need to,” Noah said. “I’m orchestrating this thing, so I need to be certain that it’s handled properly. Once this man has testified, it’s possible we could return to Neverland sometime in the near future.”
She looked at him. “But I like it here,” she said. “This is a good place to raise our baby, Noah.”
“And we probably will be here a lot, no matter what,” Noah said. “However, as we’ve seen today, no place is completely secure. I’m going to make every effort to ensure the safety of the Manor from now on, but the world is crazy enough that I doubt we can ever find a place that is perfectly safe. I’m going to do what I can to fix the problems back home, then we can decide the rest of it after I get back.”
“Okay,” she said with a resigned sigh. “You always do what’s best, so I have to trust you.”
“That’s all I can ask,” Noah said.
Noah’s face suddenly went blank as he heard his subcom coming to life.
“Neil to Noah,” he heard. “Noah, Paulson tried to escape, but Jenny caught him. He cut her pretty badly on the leg, but she managed to give as good as she got. Marco and I are taking them both to the hospital in Guildford now.”
“Go,” Noah said. “I’ll meet you there.”
He quickly explained to Sarah what was going on, then raced out the front door once more. He jumped into the Panther and fired it up, jammed the shifter into first gear and threw gravel as he roared out of the driveway. The road in front of the Manor led directly into Guildford, and it took him only fifteen minutes to get to the little local hospital.
While the local hospital wasn’t as well-equipped as the ones in London, its trauma center was as good as any in the UK. By the time Noah got inside, doctors were already working on Jenny’s leg, cleaning the wound thoroughly in preparation for surgery. An IV line was in her arm, letting blood flow into her veins to replace the copious amounts she had lost.
Jenny was conscious. She looked up at Noah with a grin, despite her face being so pale.
“I got stupid, Boss,” she said. “I actually thought the bastard was going to cooperate with us.”
“So did I,” Noah said. “But at least you kept him from getting away.”
“Yeah, I did.” She looked at him for a moment, then her grin turned into a wide smile. “And you know what? It felt so damn good. Let me get back on my feet, and I’m ready to go back to work, Boss.”
“We’ll talk about that later,” Noah said. “For now, I need to see just how badly you damaged our star witness.”
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The Gulfstream touched down at Dulles at just after nine thirty the following morning, and Noah, Marco, and Neil escorted Paulson off the plane. Noah wasn’t a bit surprised to find Mark McCullers and Team Aladdin waiting on the tarmac with several DHS agents. They were all loaded into a large van, and then the several vehicles made a convoy into Washington. The drive took the better part of an hour, and they arrived at twenty minutes after ten.
At the Capitol Building, they were taken in through a back entrance and led to a secure room, where a quick meal had been set up. They would be in with the subcommittee at lunchtime, so this was probably the only opportunity they were going to get to eat for the day. They all sat down and happily dug into the pot roast meals that had been prepared for them.
When they finished eating, they were escorted to the meeting room where the hearing was going to take place. A number of senators and congresspeople were there already, filling up the gallery, and Noah spotted Senator Andrews looking nervous in the front row, her eyes locked on Alex Paulson. The purpose of the meeting had been kept quiet, but the president had deliberately allowed a rumor to circulate indicating that it would result in identifying the truth behind the creation and eventual exposure of E & E. Everyone there was nervously waiting to see what information might come to light.
A man and a woman approached Noah and his group, introducing themselves as special attorneys from the Department of Justice. They had been instructed to meet with the witness, Paulson, to prepare for the hearing.
“I’m Richard Macy,” the man said, “and this is Charlotte Duncan. Mr. Paulson, I want to show you the list of questions we were told to ask and have you confirm that these are the appropriate questions.” He handed some stapled pages to Paulson, who began to look them over.
“These are correct,” Paulson said after a moment. “I would suggest adding a couple of questions on this point.” He pointed at one particular line on the papers, then huddled with the lawyers while they wrote in a couple of extra questions. A few minutes later he stated that it looked perfectly correct to him, and that he was ready to answer the questions when the time came.
At exactly noon, six senators were led into the room and took chairs behind the long bench upfront. A US Marshal was there to act as bailiff, and he called the room to order.
The man sitting in the middle chair behind the bench looked up at the crowd facing him. “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “I am Senator Clarence Dunning, I will be chairing and moderating this hearing. To my left you see Senators Damon Marston and Rebecca Collier; to my right, we have Senators Marcus Jasper, Pauline Carver and Albert Levy. We will be listening to the testimony to be offered here today, and we may have some questions of our own.” He looked at the lawyers. “Mr. Macy? Are you ready to proceed?”
“We are, Senator Dunning,” Macy said.
“Very well, then. Can we have the witness sworn in, please?”
Macy and Duncan took Paulson to the table that stood in front of the bench, where the marshal held out a Bible.
“Place your left hand on the Bible and raise your right hand,” he said. “Do you solemnly swear that the testimony you are about to give before this committee will be true and accurate to the best of your knowledge and belief?”
“I do so swear,” Paulson said. The marshal took the Bible away, and Paulson and the attorneys sat down at the table.
“Let us proceed,” Senator Dunning said.
Macy turned to Paulson. “Would you state your name and occupation for the record, please?”
Allison had coached Paulson for this part. “My name is Alexander Paulson,” he said. “I am an independent information broker based in the UK.”
“Independent information broker,” Macy repeated. “You are, in fact, a dealer in information that is often considered classified by various governments, am I correct?”
Paulson grinned. “That is how some people see it, yes.”
“And are you familiar with recent events in the United States concerning what appeared to be a government-sanctioned agency that was involved in assassination?”
Paulson nodded once. “I am.”
“How did you become familiar with those events?”
“Well, a great deal of it has been broadcast around the world through the news services, but I have also been approached by several different people who wanted to know what I could find out about the whole situation. I would add that some of those who approached me work for this government, but I was also approached by employees of other governments.”
“And can you tell the committee what it was these people who contacted you wanted you to find out?”
“Yes. I was asked to find out whether the agency was actually sanctioned by the full government or created by a rogue group within it, and I was also asked to find out if the current administration had actually redacted the group or simply relocated it elsewhere.”
“And were you successful in finding that information?”
“Oh, yes,” Paulson said with a grin. “I’m actually very good at what I do.”
“Regarding that first question you were asked, as to whether the agency was sanctioned by the government or not, would you tell this committee what you found?”
“After reviewing many sources of information,” Paulson said carefully, “I came to the conclusion that the organization known as E & E was in fact created by a former president in response to demands made by a small group within the government, for the express purpose of eliminating enemies of the United States, but with a secondary purpose of eliminating enemies of that group.”
The crowd erupted into loud whispers and a few outbursts, but Senator Dunning pounded his gavel and called them back to order. “Let me make it perfectly clear, ladies and gentlemen, that I will have no problem clearing this gallery if I continue to see such interruptions. You are professional men and women, and I expect you to act as such.” He glared at the crowd for a moment, then looked at Macy again. “Please continue, Mr. Macy.”
“Mr. Paulson, you just stated that the organization was created by a small group within this government. Can you identify the members of that group?”
“I can. The group consisted of Senator Teresa Andrews, Senator James Wellborn, Senator Brandon Lewiston and Senator Eric Hester. Senator Andrews seemed to be the one calling the shots.”
“That’s a lie!” Andrews shouted suddenly. “That is an absolute lie!”
Dunning banged his gavel again. “Senator Andrews! You will be seated. Should it become necessary or advisable, you will have your opportunity to speak, but until then, you will remain silent in this hearing.”
Dunning nodded to Macy, who went on.
“Let’s go back to the second part of the question. You said you were asked to find out if the current administration had relocated the group somewhere else, so that they could continue their activities, is that correct?”
“It is correct.”
“And what were your findings in regard to that question?”
“I found that the current administration of this government was being portrayed as having control over the organization, but that was not the case. It was in fact Senator Andrews who arranged for them to be set up in another country. However, I also learned that the leadership of that organization had lost confidence in Senator Andrews’ ability to provide for and protect them, and had then decided to go out on their own. They relocated again, and began setting up an entirely new operation.”
Dunning glanced at Senator Andrews, whose face was pale. She was shaking her head from side to side, but he ignored her and returned his attention to the questioning before him.
“Setting up a new operation,” Macy repeated. “Can you elaborate on that, Mr. Paulson?”
“I can. I found that the leadership of the organization had decided to enter the private sector. They would continue to operate in the field of assassination, but would hire themselves out to the highest bidder.”
“And who was the leadership of that organization?”
“As I recall, it was a man by the name of Noah Wolf.”
There was another murmur in the gallery, since most of the politicians sitting there had heard of Noah at some point in the past.
“And where is Mr. Wolf today?”
“I have no knowledge of his current whereabouts,” Paulson said. “I did find out where he was, but he somehow became aware of my involvement and has relocated once again. As far as I can tell, he has left no trail that can be followed this time.”
“Can you tell the members of the committee how you came into possession of that knowledge, of his whereabouts?”
“I had heard rumors that led me in a certain direction,” Paulson said.
“Mr. Paulson, what prompted you to set out to confirm those rumors?”
“I received a telephone call from Senator Andrews,” Paulson said. “She specifically asked me to locate them for her.”
“And did you do so?”
“I did. I returned her call the following day to let her know that I had indeed found the people from that organization.”
“And were you then asked to take any further actions?”
“Yes. Senator Andrews asked me if I could make arrangements to have them killed.”
The uproar this time could not be silenced by a banging gavel. Andrews was on her feet screaming directly at Paulson, calling him a liar and insisting that she was being set up. The rest of the crowd was talking loudly amongst themselves, shocked at what they were hearing. Getting the noise back down to a manageable level took more than a minute, but finally Senator Dunning nodded to Macy to continue.
“Mr. Paulson,” Macy said, “do you expect us to believe that a respected member of the United States Senate actually attempted to have you arrange for the murder of these people?”
“That is the truth,” Paulson said. “If you don’t believe me, I understand the conversation was recorded.”
Another rumble went through the crowd, but this time they kept it under control. Macy opened the briefcase that he’d laid on the table and took out a CD. He stood up and carried it up to Senator Dunning, passing it across the bench.
“Senator, this is a copy of the recording to which Mr. Paulson just referred. With your permission, I would request that it be played for the panel.”
Dunning looked at the disc for a moment, then nodded and handed it back. Macy carried it back to the table where Ms. Duncan was holding a small portable CD player. He passed the disc to her and she loaded it into the player, then pressed a button on the front of the machine. A moment later, the voice of Senator Teresa Andrews came out of the speakers.
“Alex? Is that you?”
Paulson: “It’s me. I told you I would find them, and I have. My only question is what you want to do about it.”
Andrews: “Alex, would it be possible for you to eliminate them? All of them?”
Paulson: “Possible? Yes, but it’s not going to be either easy or inexpensive. I would need help, but I know where to get it. Do you want to know where to find them?”
Andrews: “No! Goodness, no. I don’t want to know anything about this beyond what you’ve already told me. As for expense, how much are we talking about?”
Paulson: “I’m thinking about three hundred thousand American. It’s rather obvious that these people are capable fighters, so I’m going to need some of the best. Send the money through the normal channels, and I’ll take care of it.”
Andrews: “You’ll have it before the end of the day. And, Alex, when it’s done, I want photographs. I need proof that they are all dead. You understand?”
Paulson: “Of course. I guarantee you will be happy with the results.”
The rumble in the gallery was just low enough to keep Dunning from erupting, and almost all eyes were on Teresa Andrews, who looked as if she were about to have a heart attack. Wellborn, Lewiston and Hester were all sitting beside her, their own faces ashen.
Macy turned to Paulson again. “Mr. Paulson, is that recording accurate and complete?”
“It is,” Paulson said. The recording had of course been edited, removing any mention of Allison Peterson.
“And did you have any other conversations with Senator Andrews regarding this organization?”
“I did. In another conversation, I asked her if she expected to find their former director, Ms. Peterson, working in league with them. She laughed and assured me that there was no possibility of that happening, because she had arranged for Ms. Peterson’s disappearance and final disposition.”
“And did she explain what she meant by ‘final disposition’?”
“Yes,” Paulson said. “She said that Ms. Peterson’s body was somewhere at the bottom of the Potomac, assuming it had not washed out to sea.”
“That’s a lie!” Andrews screamed. “I never said any such thing! You told me Peterson was with them, you said you were going to take care of her for me…”
The gallery fell silent. Teresa Andrews’ eyes suddenly went wide as she realized what she had said, and she slowly sank back into her seat.
Senator Dunning stared at her for a moment, then motioned toward the marshal. “Marshal, would you take Senators Andrews, Lewiston, Wellborn and Hester into custody? Mr. Macy, is there any further testimony that needs to be presented today?”
Macy rose to his feet. “I believe that concludes Mr. Paulson’s testimony, Senator Dunning.”
Dunning looked at his colleagues on the bench, and they all nodded to him. “In that case,” he said, “I’m going to declare this hearing adjourned. A full investigation into the actions of these senators is hereby ordered, the results of which will be remanded to the Department of Justice.” He banged his gavel, then got up and let the other senators out of the room.
Macy looked at Paulson. “You did very well,” he said. “Thank you for your service.”
Paulson grinned at him. “Least I could do,” he said.
A couple of minutes later, Paulson was led out of the room, followed by Noah and the others. They had all sat quietly in the gallery, their simple disguises sufficient to keep them from being recognized, but now they followed Paulson and Team Aladdin back to the van that had brought them to the Capitol Building and climbed inside.
It stopped again a short time later at the back entrance of the White House, and they were escorted by Secret Service agents into the building and directly to the Oval Office. The agent on the door nodded once, then opened the door and allowed them to enter.
The president got to his feet and came around his desk. He walked directly up to Noah and shook hands with him, then turned to look at the rest of them.
“I’ve already had the call,” he said. “I’ve been assured that the witch hunt for Allison is over, and that there will be no further trouble regarding E & E. You folks can all come home, if you want to.”
“Thank you, Mr. President,” Noah said. “However, I personally believe that we can be of greater service by remaining where we are, at least for the time being.”
POTUS nodded. “I understand,” he said. “She called me a little while ago, by the way, and told me what happened yesterday. Your girl is going to be okay?”
“Yes, sir,” Noah said. “The cut on her leg was deep, but she got to the hospital in time to save her from bleeding to death.”
“But your witness died while they were trying to save him, right?” the president asked, his eyes turning to Paulson.
“That’s correct,” Noah said. “The person you are looking at is a double.”
“Double, my ass,” POTUS said. “Do you think Allison wouldn’t tell me?” He looked closely at Paulson again. “I understand you are the result of Mr. Lawson and his team of mad scientists, is that right?”
Paulson grinned, and a moment later his face had transformed into the one Esmeralda usually wore.
“I am proud to say that is true, Mr. President,” she said.
“That is awesome,” the president said. “So, you’re a robot?”
“Yes, sir,” Esmeralda said. “Among the features of my design are the ability to transform my appearance. When Noah learned that Mr. Paulson had passed away in the emergency room, he asked me if I could extend those abilities to the point of making myself a doppelgänger for Paulson. I had to experiment with it, but you have just seen the result.”
POTUS burst out laughing. “I’m not surprised,” he said. “You tell Mad Wally Lawson I said he’s an absolute genius, will you do that?”
“I’ll be delighted to deliver the message, Mr. President,” Esmeralda said.
The president turned back to Noah. “Okay, no problem, you can stay where you are, and we’ll leave it at that for now. Tell Allie that we’ll set up a new line of communication for sanction requests, and she can have her old job back.” He patted Noah on the shoulder. “And while I’m thinking about it, I heard a rumor that congratulations are in order. It was a girl, I heard?”
Noah nodded. “Yes, sir, a baby girl.”
“Then my orders to you, Noah, are to get your ass home and take care of that baby. If Allison wants to run the outfit, that’s fine, but I want you as her number two. Understood?”
“Understood, Mr. President.” Noah nodded. “And thank you.”




EPILOGUE

Tom Winston smiled into the camera. “Today, we are finally able to put to bed a series of rumors that have been rocking Washington, DC for the last several months. Those rumors, of course, are the conspiracy theories regarding the organization that was allegedly formed by a previous president for the purpose of carrying out assassinations both within and without the United States. For months we have been hearing from the organization known as Government Watch about this shadow outfit whose sole purpose was to eliminate enemies of the United States government.
“Although assassination is certainly used by every nation at different times, when it is deemed necessary, an organization whose only function is to carry out such missions is proscribed by the Geneva Convention and numerous other treaties. Had it been confirmed that such an organization was created by a sitting president, that president would almost certainly have been guilty of treason. We are fortunate, then, that the truth has finally come to light. This government-sanctioned ‘Murder for Hire’ outfit did in fact exist, but it was not the creation of the Executive Office. Instead, we now know that it was established by a rogue group of senators who employed it for their own personal gain, only permitted by one of our former presidents as his duty in preventing these people from doing great harm to our national security.”
An image from the hearing that exposed Andrews and her co-conspirators appeared in a box over his shoulder. “After they were exposed by a surprise witness at a special Senate Investigations Committee hearing three days ago, it has been established that almost all of the deaths they caused were related to political motives and ambitions of four separate senators. Those are Senator Teresa Andrews, Republican, from Illinois; Senator James Wellborn, Democrat, from Michigan; Senator Brandon Lewiston, Democrat, from Florida; and Senator Eric Hester, Republican, from Texas. After hearing the testimony of the witness that exposed them, all four senators have agreed to plea bargains that will allow them to escape facing charges of treason, thereby avoiding the death penalty.
“The president, when issuing a statement regarding this matter, said only that he was glad to find that his predecessor was exonerated. He reiterated his commitment to the rule of law, and assured the American people that the United States does not engage in assassination as part of its foreign policy.
“And with that, we are delighted to bring another sordid chapter of history to a close. This is Tom Winston, wishing you all a brighter day tomorrow.”
* * *
In the special holding facility that was attached to the Washington DC jail, Senators Andrews, Lewiston, Wellborn and Hester sat quietly in their cells. The three men were reading, paperback novels in their hands as they sat on the hard, thin mattresses on their bunks. Teresa Andrews was pacing around her cell, muttering under her breath.
Lewiston, whose cell was right next to hers, let out a sigh. “Teresa, give it up, will you? We already took the deal, there’s no way anybody is going to believe anything we’ve got to say now. Just relax and be glad they’re not going to strap you to a table and stick a needle in your arm.”
“Screw you, Lewiston,” Andrews said. “This isn’t over, not by a long shot. I may have to wait until we actually get to prison, but if they think I’m not going to take them all down with me, they’d better think again. I have people that are loyal to me, powerful people. This isn’t over.”
Lewiston sighed once more, then went back to reading his book. He ignored her for the next few minutes, until he heard the door at the end of the block open up. That would mean it was getting close to time for dinner, so he laid the book down on the small table and got up to wash his hands in the little sink that was attached to the back of his toilet.
The trusty brought the trays around and passed them through the slots in the cell doors, and each of them picked up their tray and sat down at their small tables to eat. Lewiston took a couple of bites, then grinned.
“At least the food isn’t quite as bad as you would expect,” he said aloud. “I always figured jail food was going to be terrible, didn’t you guys?”
“You’d think so,” Wellborn said. “Maybe we’re getting a special diet, being celebrities and all that.”
Hester chuckled. “Celebrities?” he asked. “I don’t think that’s exactly the term I would use to describe us.”
“The food is good because some people know which side of the bread has the butter,” Andrews said. “You can bet on it. Somebody is watching out for us, even if things do look bad at the moment.”
“Maybe so,” Wellborn said. “I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth, no matter where it comes from. At least we aren’t being treated like common prisoners, right?”
Hester stifled a yawn. “Here’s to that,” he said. He yawned again. “Man, I didn’t realize I was so tired. I guess I’m just not getting enough…” His voice trailed off.
“Not getting enough sleep?” Wellborn asked, and then he also yawned. “Eric? Eric, you there?”
In the next cell, Lewiston also yawned. “Wow, I’m just about falling asleep, myself,” he said. “I thought I slept pretty good last night, but I’m really…” There was a slapping sound as he fell off the little bench seat beside the table and landed on the concrete floor.
In the last cell, Teresa Andrews stared at the tray in front of her. She stifled a yawn of her own, doing her best not to let it out, and then shouted a curse word. She shoved the tray off the table and let it clatter onto the floor, got to her feet and tried to make it to the bars at the front of the cell, but her legs gave out. She collapsed onto her bunk, leaning back on the wall and gasping for breath.
The trusty passed along the row of cells once more, stopping to look at each of them as they lay on their floors or bunks. It was rather obvious that none of them were breathing, and a moment later he made his way out of the cellblock and went back to his duties. There was a lightness in his step as he went, because he was promised a reduction of his sentence in return for keeping his mouth shut about what he had seen.
A couple of hours later, it was reported on Triple-N News that all four of the so-called Hemlock Committee had committed suicide in their cells. Everyone was shocked, considering the plea bargains they had already taken, but the commentator speculated that perhaps death was preferable to the lifetime incarceration that a maximum-security prison would afford them.
At Feeney Manor, Noah and his friends watched it all on the big-screen TV in the Great Hall.
“Well, that came to a satisfactory ending,” Jenny said. Her leg was healing nicely, but she was still walking with a cane. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer bunch of people.”
“Of course,” Marco said, “we all know it wasn’t really suicide. I wonder who got the sanction on them?”
“I understand,” Allison said, “it was actually a private arrangement by Charles Maybury at DHS. He set up a way to get the poison into the jail, and one of the top security officers assigned a trusty who would agree to do the job as their meal porter.”
“Quick and easy,” Neil said. “That’s the way it should be, you ask me.”
“But I don’t get it,” Sarah said. “Why did they offer them plea bargains if they were simply going to kill them anyway?”
“Probably just for appearances,” Allison said. “This way, nobody can say the government did anything wrong in the way the case was handled.”
“But why would they even take plea bargains, anyway?” Sarah asked. “Why weren’t they trying to convince people that they were innocent?”
“Because they weren’t,” Noah said. “While they weren’t really the people behind the creation of E & E, they were trying to use GW’s exposure of it for political gain. In order to use it most effectively, the last thing they wanted was for any of us to ever be caught and able to testify. That’s why Andrews wanted us killed, to make sure we could never come back and contest the narrative that she and her compatriots were trying to foist on the American people.”
“So, now we’re back to doing what we do, with Allison running the show again. My only worry is that that’s going to mean you going back out on missions more often.”
“The president was rather specific about that,” Noah said. “He has appointed me to be Allison’s second-in-command, which means I’m not actually on the field roster. Just as we had planned before, I will only be going into the field when it’s absolutely necessary.”
Little Norah, sitting on her mother’s lap, waved her tiny hand in Noah’s direction.
“Look at that,” Sarah said. “Your daughter is telling you she doesn’t want you going, either.”
“Well,” Noah said, a rare genuine smile on his face as he reached out to take the baby from Sarah, “I guess I’ll have to obey, then. We all know good and well that she’s the real boss around here nowadays.”
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