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 PROLOGUE 
 
    POTUS was in the habit of rising early every morning, and this particular morning was no exception. The First Lady rolled over and mumbled something in her sleep as he rose, and he glanced down at her with a smile before heading to the bathroom for a quick shower and shave. Morning ablutions completed, he stepped into his dressing room and selected the suit he would wear for the day. 
 
    “Just one moment, Mr. President,” said Mike Carrington, his current “Body Man.” Mike’s job was to make sure that POTUS constantly looked his best, and he carried a number of special tools for the purpose. One of them was a lint roller, which he quickly ran over the left arm of the president’s signature blue suit. 
 
    Looking sharp, POTUS bypassed the residential dining room and stepped into the room he called his den. His favorite news channel was already streaming on the television mounted to the wall as he sat down in the recliner and picked up the note pad on the side table. He’d always found that analyzing the news each morning gave him a feeling for what would be coming throughout the day.. 
 
    An hour later, satisfied that he fully understood each relevant news story, POTUS moved out of the residence toward the Oval Office. For once, he was pleased to see that he didn’t have half a dozen congresspeople waiting to waste as much of his time as they possibly could. His receptionist, whose name was Carly, but whom he always referred to as Carolyn for some reason no one understood, passed him a couple of notes as he entered the office, and Mike took a seat beside her desk. 
 
    “He looks like he’s in rare form today,” Carly said. “Something good on the news this morning?” 
 
    “Just the usual,” Mike replied. “Some reporters are saying his fuss with Senator Friedman is a bit ridiculous, but I’m pretty sure he’s accomplishing exactly what he wants.” 
 
    Carly shook her head. “I don’t always understand him,” she said, “but I can tell you this. I’ve seen senators and congressmen and lawyers and judges come stomping in here, all ready to chew him out over whatever fight they’ve got going on with him, their panties all twisted up in a wad and spitting fire out of their ears, but after ten minutes in the office with him, they come out with their tails tucked between their legs and promising to give him something he’s demanding. It’s amazing, it really is.” 
 
    Mike nodded. “He’s devious, if you want my opinion. He’s always got someone mad at him, on both sides of the aisle, but he doesn’t back down. Somehow, he can always make certain people jump through the hoops that he’s holding up for them. By the time they realize the corner he’s backed them into, it’s too late and they’ve already given him what he wants. They can’t back down without looking like idiots, but they still fall for it every time.” 
 
    “Well, today isn’t going to be one of those days. He’s got three teleconference meetings this morning, all of them over the trade war. Half the leaders of the world want to lynch him, and the other half are trying to get in his good graces to pick up some of the trade possibilities with the US. Everybody thought we were going to get hurt when China pulled out of the trade talks, but he’s got other countries lining up to provide even better quality products at lower prices. This morning, on the way into work, I heard on the radio that the Republicans are screaming pver  the loss of six hundred jobs in New York because of the trade talks, but they’re ignoring the fact that  the overall economic outlook says we gained over a hundred thousand new manufacturing jobs in the last month, alone.” 
 
      
 
    Inside the Oval Office, the president was sitting at his desk, his chin propped on his fists and his eyes closed. This was the way he started every workday, by taking a few minutes to think through what he wanted to accomplish. According to him, this enabled him to plan everything he wanted to say and predict the objections he was going to face, so that he could have counterarguments ready. 
 
    Precisely fifteen minutes later, he opened his eyes and tapped the intercom button. 
 
    “Carolyn? I’m ready for the first call.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President.” 
 
    A large monitor sitting on his desk lit up, and over the next few seconds it was populated with half a dozen faces. The commerce ministers and secretaries of Russia, China and four other nations stared out at him, their faces devoid of any expression. 
 
    “Well, good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” POTUS said with a smile. “How can I make your days worse than they already are?” 
 
    “I doubt you can,” said the Russian minister with his familiar scowl. “Mr. President, I intend to implore you once again to relax your trade demands on our allies. They are creating economic havoc in the eastern part of the world.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to,” POTUS said. “Just as soon as they agree to the trade equality package that I proposed, my objections can go away pretty quickly. Everybody ready to sign on?” 
 
    The Chinese minister scowled. “Your proposal is ridiculous, Mr. President. Trade equality with the United States is not even possible. Your country is the greatest consumer of our goods, but you make very little that our people want or need.” 
 
    “That’s only because you keep them afraid to admit what they want,” POTUS replied. “If you could be a little more democratic, let the people make their own minds up, I think you’d find that we have a lot to offer.” 
 
    The conversation continued in that vein for some time, and ended precisely where it had begun. The trade restrictions would remain in place, and POTUS invited each of the officials to reconsider his proposals. 
 
    The next teleconference was slightly more rewarding. The faces looked almost the same, but they were the African counterparts of their predecessors on the screen, and eagerly courting the president’s approval for some trade resolutions that would be beneficial to both their own countries and the USA. With a few modifications, POTUS told them, he would be quite willing to ask Congress to approve those resolutions, so these faces were all smiling by the time the conference ended. 
 
    The third teleconference, which began just after a break for lunch, was considerably different. There were eight faces on the screen, each of whom was the chief executive officer of a multinational corporation. The trade fiasco was affecting their businesses, they said, and they wanted to negotiate some exceptions to the restrictions POTUS had put into place. 
 
    “Jeff,” POTUS said, speaking directly to one of the people on the screen, “I know you make an awful lot of money from your Chinese connections, but the people in this country find the human rights violations involved in making those products to be reprehensible. I can connect you with countries that will produce even better products at better prices, and who are willing to allow oversight so that we can be sure none of those violations will be taking place in the future. Are you seriously going to complain about a few dollars you might be losing right now, compared to the millions you could make while also becoming a hero to those Americans who want you to support the people who actually make your products? If you move your production to countries that treat their workers more fairly, who don’t make children work long hours every day or force people to work for slave wages, you’re going to find your company becoming a lot more popular.” 
 
    “Here in the US, sure,” the man replied. “But what about our global market? Many of our products are going to China’s allies, and we could lose billions each year in sales if they decide not to continue purchasing through us.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t last long, and you know it. The biggest thing your company does for all those countries is make shipping and product delivery a lot easier. They’re not going to be able to go straight to China and buy all those things, not if they want them shipped as inexpensively as you can do it. You give them a couple of months to think about it, and they’ll be right back on your websites and spending money faster than ever before.” 
 
    “That isn’t the point,” said another man, whose company handled financial transactions all over the world. “We handle an awful lot of the transactional processing involved in trade with the countries you are restricting, and this is costing us hundreds of millions of dollars every month. There’s no way this can continue, Mr. President. If it does, I’m afraid my colleagues and I are going to need to take some sort of action.” 
 
    POTUS chuckled. “Are you honestly going to sit there and threaten me? Have you looked at my current approval rating? Almost a million new jobs in the last eighteen months, unemployment is lower than it has been in decades, I’ve thrown away tens of thousands of ridiculous federal regulations… I don’t know what you think you can threaten me with, but I’m really not too worried about it.” 
 
    “Oh, good grief,” said yet another face. This was a man whose social media empire had more members than the populations of many countries. “We aren’t going to get anywhere like this. Look, Mr. President, you are affecting all of our businesses, and I’m frankly quite amazed that you seem to discount just how important we are to your administration. Between us, we can effectively shape public opinion; do you really want to turn us into enemies?” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Feinberg, that is entirely up to you. You see, as long as your companies continue to work against the best interests of this nation, it is you who are the enemies, not me. My sworn duty is to protect and defend the people and the Constitution of this country, and that’s what I’m doing. If you are honestly suggesting that you want to stop me from doing that, I might have to consider the possibility that your actions could be considered treasonous. Would you have anything you want to add to that?” 
 
    There was an excited uproar, as each of the people on the screen objected to the veiled accusation. 
 
    “All right, knock it off,” POTUS said. “Here’s the deal, folks. The trade equality treaty is going to happen, and if you want to play ball in the US, you’re going to have to learn to live with it. I’m quite serious when I say there are far better opportunities available for you, so you can choose whether to lose some friends in the Far East, or lose a nation full of customers back here. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    There was another outburst, but POTUS had had enough. He cut off the connection with the punch of a single button, then leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    Afterward, he dealt with a few sudden calls from senators and congressmen, then leaned back in his chair to think. He had a trip to Florida scheduled for the next day, a chance to hit the links and knock some balls around with a few of the real movers in Congress; most of the real work of the presidency seemed to get done that way, and it made it a lot more enjoyable than sitting in the office all day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “What I want to know,” POTUS said the next day, “is how the hell people managed to get close enough to the resort with a surface-to-air-missile to even be a threat to my aircraft. Somebody want to tell me what in the world this is all about?” 
 
    Steve Nichols, the head of the presidential security team, stood at attention in front of his boss. “Sir, there was actually no serious threat,” he said. “Local police in Orlando had gathered intelligence that alerted us to the terrorist plans, and everything was handled before we even arrived.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, Steve,” POTUS said. “My question is how they managed to get far enough in their plans without us being aware of it that they were arrested on the outskirts of the resort itself. You guys are doing a great job, but somebody has fallen asleep at the wheel. Terrorists should never be able to get that close to the president of the United States.” 
 
    “I agree, sir,” Nichols said. “Homeland Security is already reaming ass over this, and the FBI is conducting its own internal investigation to see how they managed to miss it. The only thing we have at the moment is some kind of rumor that the attack was funded by corporate interests, rather than political.” 
 
    POTUS’s eyes became a little wider. “Corporate? I guess I can figure that one out.” He paced around his hotel room for a moment, hands clasped behind his back, then turned to Nichols again. “Get Stacy in here. I think there’s a little business I’ve been putting off that I need to take care of.” 
 
    Stacy Richardson was the president’s executive assistant. She traveled everywhere with him, ready to make calls or arrange meetings on the spur of the moment. Her room was directly adjacent to his own, and she appeared less than a minute after he asked for her. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President?” she asked. 
 
    “Stacy, a couple months ago you told me about this guy who took over for Allison Peterson when we moved her to CIA. What was his name again?” 
 
    “Noah Wolf, sir,” Stacy replied. “He’s been asking for a meeting with you, so that he can officially receive his orders to take the position.” 
 
    “Well, good,” POTUS said. “Get him on the phone and then get him on a plane. I want him here within six hours.” 
 
    Stacy ducked her head once in an affirmative nod. “Yes, sir,” she said. She turned and walked out of the room instantly, returning to her own room to make the call on the secure cell phone that had been provided for her use. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah Wolf sat behind the desk that Allison had occupied for several years, reading through the files that had been dropped on it during the night. Molly Hansen, his director of operations, sat in her own chair beside the desk. 
 
    “The next one,” Molly said, “is Alberto Gomez. Mr. Gomez is the current head of the Matagoros Cartel that’s been operating out of Tijuana. They’ve been running drugs in to the Southwest for several years, but recent events have caused Gomez to step up a lot of their operations. With the increases in border security over the past couple of years, it is suspected that Gomez is trying to establish underground tunnels and Pacific water routes for bringing his drugs into the country. The DEA has not been able to get close enough to stop him, nor to get enough evidence to get the federals to cooperate. The sanction request came from the DEA, through DHS.” 
 
    “He’s not going to be an easy one to hit,” Noah said. “I’m thinking Cinderella, with Pegasus for backup.” 
 
    “I’m sure Jenny would be glad to get back into the field. But Pegasus for backup? Do you think Ralph is ready for an operation like this?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put him on lead, but I think his team can back Jenny up. Tell both teams to show up for briefing…”  The phone on his desk rang suddenly, and he picked it up. “Yes, Danielle?” 
 
    Danielle Niemeyer was the secretary who had been working with Allison when she transferred to the CIA, and Noah had seen no reason to replace her. 
 
    “Mr. Wolf, I have Stacy Richardson on line three,” she said. “Ms. Richardson is the…” 
 
    “Executive assistant to the president,” Noah said. “I’m aware of who she is. Thank you.” He reached over and hit a button on the phone. “Ms. Richardson? Noah Wolf.” 
 
    “Mr. Wolf,” Stacy said, “thank you for taking my call. The president would like you to join him on his vacation outside Orlando this afternoon. Within six hours, he said.” 
 
    One of Noah’s eyebrows went up half an inch. “Orlando? All right, if that’s what he wants. I’ll get a flight arranged immediately and be there as soon as I possibly can. Is there anything I need to bring along?” 
 
    “I wasn’t given any specific instructions, Mr. Wolf, so I will leave that to your discretion. I will let the president know that you are on the way.” 
 
    The line went dead, and Noah replaced the handset on its cradle. He turned to Molly. 
 
    “I have to go to Orlando to meet with the president, right away. Would you like to make the arrangements for me?” 
 
    Molly smiled. She and Noah had been friends since childhood, and even went through a phase as teenage lovers, though it was more for camouflage than any other reason. Being devoid of emotion and operating on logic, Noah rarely considered romance to have any importance in his life, while Molly preferred to spend her time concentrating on her studies. Both of them were regularly teased about their lack of any sort of love life, so the idea of the pretense seemed to be the answer to a problem. Besides, as Molly had said, both of them had physical needs. Emotions or not, Noah could see the logic in learning more about sex and the physical pleasures, and Molly had proven to be an excellent study partner. 
 
    “I can have the Gulfstream ready within an hour,” she said. “And I suggest you take your wife along.” 
 
    “I was planning to,” Noah said. He watched Molly get up from her chair and leave the room, then took out his cell phone and dialed Sarah’s number. 
 
    “Noah? Hi, sweetheart,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Hey, baby,” Noah replied, using the pet name he knew she loved the most. “Do me a favor and pack a bag for each of us. Probably enough for one or two nights away from home. If we need more than that, we can get it while we’re out.” 
 
    “Out? Where are we going?” 
 
    “Orlando,” Noah said. “I’ve been summoned to a meeting with the president, and I thought you might like to go along. We can do a little sightseeing while we’re there, if you like, or maybe some shopping.” 
 
    “Sightseeing and shopping?” Sarah asked. “Sure, and I know just the place. You, Mr. Executive Director, are taking your wife to Disney World.” 
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    The plane touched down just before three p.m., putting Noah right on schedule to meet the president’s request. As he and Sarah stepped off the Gulfstream, a Lincoln limousine pulled up beside it. A young woman stepped out of the front seat. 
 
    “Mr. Wolf? I’m Stacy Richardson.” She opened the back door of the limo while the chauffeur came around to take the bags and load them into the trunk of the car. When Noah and Sarah had gotten inside, Stacy followed. 
 
    “I take it this is the meeting I’ve been waiting for?” Noah asked. 
 
    “And perhaps more than that,” Stacy said. “Mr. Wolf, are you aware that there was an attempt to assassinate the president here earlier today?” 
 
    “I was not until now,” Noah said. “May I ask about the particulars?” 
 
    “We really don’t know a lot of details just yet,” Stacy said. “A small terrorist cell that was operating out of Orlando managed to get several people on the work crew for property adjacent to the resort. Apparently, their IDs all checked out and no one had any reason to think they might be a threat, but the Orlando police stumbled across some intel that led to their capture. They had with them a pair of surface-to-air missiles, and apparently had intended to shoot down the president’s helicopter. According to police interrogators, one of the terrorists has implied that they were actually hired for the job by someone representing multinational corporate interests.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Noah said. “Have they said who their employers were?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge. However, I’m supposed to brief you that the president intends to speak to you not only about your new position, but about giving your organization the authority to investigate the situation. He will then expect you to do whatever is necessary.” 
 
    Sarah glanced up at Noah, who was watching Stacy intently. 
 
    “Ms. Richardson, are you aware of what my organization does?” 
 
    Stacy swallowed. “I have heard rumors,” she said. “However, I do not have sufficient clearance to confirm those rumors.” 
 
    “That’s a very good response,” Noah said. “In that case, we shall need to discuss something else for the remainder of the ride.” 
 
    Stacy seemed slightly relieved. “That’s fine,” she said. She turned to Sarah. “You are Mrs. Wolf?” 
 
    “I am,” Sarah said, with a slight hint of menace in her voice. 
 
    “I’m delighted to meet you,” Stacy said. “When we learned you were coming with your husband, I was instructed to do anything you need to make your visit here enjoyable.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “I personally recommend the spa here at the resort,” she said. “It is absolutely divine.” 
 
    Sarah broke into a smile. “That sounds good,” she said. “Do they have a couples’ program?” 
 
    “They do,” Stacy said, “but unless you object, I was thinking that you and I could take it in while your husband is busy with the president. I was told to give them a minimum of three hours alone, and it’s the perfect time for you and me to enjoy a massage, a soak and the most incredible hot stone treatment I’ve ever had.” 
 
    Sarah grinned and glanced at Noah, who nodded. “Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll be busy anyway, for a while. Afterward, we can look into where to go for dinner.” 
 
    “The restaurant here at the resort is one of the finest in the Orlando area,” Stacy said. “Antonio, the chef, is considered one of the three best in the world. Of course, because you are here on business with the president, everything is covered under your organization’s budget.” 
 
    “We’ll make that decision later,” Noah said. “This is our first trip to Orlando, and we were hoping to get in a little bit of vacation while we’re here.” 
 
    “Of course,” Stacy said. “If you’re interested in visiting any of the theme parks, we have all-inclusive passes available for all of the president’s guests. Just say the word, and I can get them for you.” 
 
    “Disney,” Sarah said. “I’ve always wanted to go to Disney World.” 
 
    Stacy grinned. “Not a problem,” she said. “Perhaps you’d like to spend the day there tomorrow? It’ll probably be a little late by the time your husband gets finished up here today.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” Sarah said. She rubbed her belly. “It may be the last time we get to do things like this alone.” 
 
    Stacy nodded. “How far along?” she asked. 
 
    “Almost six months, now,” Sarah said. “Only three more months of misery and stretchy clothes to go.” 
 
    The ride took about thirty minutes, and then the car pulled up in front of an incredibly impressive building. Stacy waited for the chauffeur to come around and open the door this time, and the three of them stepped out of the car. A bellman moved quickly down the steps to collect their bags and then followed them inside. Stacy took them directly to the front desk, where reservations were waiting. 
 
    “The president suggested we put you in the honeymoon suite,” Stacy said. “It happened to be available, and it is rumored to be even more luxurious than his own suite.” 
 
    She collected the key cards and handed them to Noah, then led the way to the elevator. The resort had six floors, and the honeymoon suite was on the fifth. When they opened the door and walked inside, Sarah gave a small gasp. 
 
    The suite consisted of one large room, and the central feature was a large, heart-shaped bed. It was surrounded by water, in a horseshoe-shaped hot tub, and the bed was draped with towels. There was a small bridge over the water on each side of the bed, and the water seemed to be steaming slightly. 
 
    “That—that,” Sarah said, “is the most incredible thing I have ever seen.” 
 
    Stacy giggled. “Why do you think I didn’t warn you? I was dying to see the look on your face when you got your first look at it. They tell me, though I’ve never tried it myself, that the bed is actually somewhat waterproof. It’s designed so that even if you climb into it while you’re still wet, it will dry you and absorb the excess water. I guess it works something like a diaper, to keep the moisture away from your body.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes were wide, but Noah simply looked at the bed and the surrounding water. 
 
    “Looks relaxing,” he said. “We’ll have to give it a try later.” 
 
    Sarah looked at him, and her eyes seemed to indicate that she wasn’t too sure about this. “We’re going to sleep in a giant diaper?” 
 
    Stacy laughed again. “Okay, that was probably a bad choice of words,” she said. “I just meant that it pulls the water away from you, so you’re not sleeping in a wet bed. I really don’t know how it works.” 
 
    “We’ll find out later,” Noah said. “For now, I believe the president is waiting for me.” 
 
    “He is,” Stacy said. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to him, and then Mrs. Wolf and I can go get a massage.” 
 
    “That,” Sarah said, “is the best thing you’ve said since we got here.” 
 
    They followed Stacy back down the elevator, and then to an office suite that was toward the rear of the ground floor. The Secret Service agent stationed outside it checked Noah’s ID and then opened the door for him. Sarah and Stacy waited until he was inside and the door closed, then turned in a different direction. 
 
    Inside the office, Noah found the president of the United States waiting for him. POTUS got to his feet and came around the desk in the middle of the room, his hand extended. 
 
    “Mr. Wolf,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’m sorry it’s taken so long to get this meeting arranged, but I’ve been extremely busy the last few weeks.” 
 
    Noah shook his hand. “I am at your service, Mr. President,” he said. 
 
    The president invited him to have a seat, then took the chair directly in front of him. 
 
    “Let’s get first things out of the way first,” he said. “Allison Peterson tells me you are the ideal person to take over her position. Naturally, I’ve read through your file and I personally agree. However, I have learned it’s always best to ask the person who’s going to be in the seat whether they are comfortable in it. How do you feel about running E & E?” 
 
    “I don’t actually feel anything about it at all, sir,” Noah said. “If you’ve read my file, you’ll understand what I mean. However, having said that, I believe that I’m capable of doing the job the way Allison intended it to be done. One of her greatest fears is that someone will eventually succeed her and turn the power of the office to personal gain. I don’t believe I would ever be tempted to do so.” 
 
    The president nodded. “That’s what she told me you would say if I asked,” he said. “Now, suppose someone kidnapped your wife and held her hostage in order to get you to order assassinations for their benefit. What would you do in that case?” 
 
    “My wife has been abducted before,” Noah said. “I would do exactly what I did in each of those cases. I would kill the person responsible.” 
 
    “And if that were impossible?” 
 
    “Then I would probably die in the attempt,” Noah said. “However, I would not give in to the demands.” 
 
    “You seem pretty sure of yourself. Why is that?” 
 
    “Because I operate primarily on logic, rather than emotion. My condition leaves me without the ability to feel emotion the way most people do, even to the point of being unable to recognize certain types of humor, or certain aesthetic values. To accede to the demands of someone who was threatening a person I care about would require me to set aside the moral code I have lived by since I was a child. I don’t believe I’m capable of doing that.” 
 
    “I would say I understand, but I don’t. I’m actually quite an emotional person, myself, though I try my best to use it only to my advantage. I’m sure you’ve seen many of the news stories about my fights with Congress. Can you tell me your opinion of those stories?” 
 
    “I believe,” Noah said, “that most of those fights serve as camouflage, or perhaps smoke screens. I’ve spent some time analyzing some of those arguments, and it looks to me that the whole time some senator or congressman is ranting and raving about whatever has them in an uproar, they are being subtly manipulated into a position that gives you an advantage. Considering how many of the opposition party have lately been declining to comment lately, I think some of them are beginning to understand that.” 
 
    The president of the United States threw back his head and laughed out loud, then took a moment to get himself back under control. 
 
    “She told me you would say that, too. Mr. Wolf—may I call you Noah? Noah, I will officially confirm your assignment as soon as I get back to the Oval Office, but for now I need to talk to you about something else. Are you aware of the growing power of some of our international—no, let me rephrase that, our multinational corporations?” 
 
    “I’m aware that some of them do seem to have a surprising amount of influence in the world,” Noah said. “Ms. Richardson just explained to me that the recent attempt on your life may have been engineered by some of them.” 
 
    “That’s the story we’ve been getting out of some of the people who were captured. If it’s true, then it is my feeling that these people have crossed the line. Would you agree with me on that?” 
 
    “I would, sir.” 
 
    “Suppose I were to tell you that I want you to find out which companies were behind the attempt, and then kill the people in charge of them. What would you say?” 
 
    “Mr. President, I would tell you to submit your request through the proper channels, along with all the documented evidence to support the necessity of a sanction. If I found that evidence to indicate that it would be more advisable to eliminate these people than to attempt to prosecute them, I would grant that request.” 
 
    “And if not?” POTUS asked. “What would you do then?” 
 
    “I would reject the request and send it back through the channels. I would probably suggest that the situation be handled by the FBI, instead.” 
 
    “Here’s the problem,” the president said. “The FBI and CIA haven’t been able to get a handle on what these companies are actually up to, although Allison has some intel that may confirm things are worse than we imagined. Noah, based on Allison’s recommendations and my own gut feeling about you, I believe that you can be trusted completely, and that you will make the appropriate decision about how to handle the people behind this attack if I simply leave it up to you. I’m not saying to you that I want them eliminated; I’m saying that I would prefer to let you make that decision, and that I would also prefer to have you take charge of the investigation.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Noah said. “Under those conditions, I would be happy to do so.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now, let’s talk about some other things. Is there anything you need from me in order to best perform your duties in this new office?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Noah said. “A simple understanding. I believe you’ve already expressed your willingness to refrain from ordering me to authorize a sanction, so I would simply like to verbalize it. I will not accept any order that I do not believe to be in the best interest of the nation, or secondarily, of my organization and its people. In other words, I will refuse any order you give me to authorize a sanction, and will then make my own determination of whether I believe it is necessary. I will also refuse any order that I honestly believe puts my people in unnecessary jeopardy.” 
 
    The president slapped his knee and laughed again. “My goodness,” he said, “you can’t imagine how nice it is to talk to somebody who can say that to me with a straight face. I have people all the time tell me they’ll refuse to do what I want, but if you watch their eyes, you know they are only bluffing. They know damn well they’re going to give in, because I’m the president, for goodness’s sake.” He leaned closer and looked Noah in the eye. “Not you, though. You say exactly what you mean, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know any other way to be, sir,” Noah said. “To me, except in the case of maintaining a cover during a mission, to be untruthful would be illogical.” 
 
    Noah sat and watched the president for a moment, as the man seemed to be considering what he’d just said. 
 
    “Noah,” POTUS said after a moment, “I have a feeling you and I are going to get along just fine. If you’ll come with me, I have some people waiting to talk to you. The police officers who arrested one of the terrorists are waiting in another room to tell you what they know about the case.” 
 
    They got up and left the office, and Noah noticed that a pair of Secret Service agents fell in behind them as they walked down a hallway. They stopped at a door and the president tapped on it gently. 
 
    A few seconds later, the door was opened by another Secret Service agent. He looked Noah up and down, then stepped aside to allow them to enter. Several men and a couple of women were sitting at a conference table, and all of them turned to see who had entered. 
 
    One man’s eyes suddenly went wide. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Sam Prichard said. “You again?” 
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    “Hello, Mr. Prichard,” Noah said. 
 
    The president looked at both men. “You guys know each other?” 
 
    “We have had occasion to work together before,” Noah said. “Mr. Prichard is an incredible investigator, and we have found ourselves lending each other assistance from time to time.” He turned back to Sam. “I had heard a rumor that you had retired, Mr. Prichard.” 
 
    “I did,” Sam said. “I don’t actually take on private cases anymore, I just do consulting work.” He shook his head. “I never thought I would ever see you again.” 
 
    “I’ve had some changes in status, myself,” Noah said. “I was promoted recently to head up my organization, so I’m not likely to be doing much fieldwork in the future, either. The president has asked me to take charge of the investigation into the attempt on his life. I gather you were consulting on that case?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. “It was another case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Okay,” POTUS said, “you guys can have a reunion later. For now, I brought Mr. Wolf here to be briefed on what you learned from the captured terrorists. Who wants to do the honors?” 
 
    The rest of the people at the table all looked at Sam Prichard, and he groaned. “Fine,” he said. “I guess I’ll do it.” 
 
    Noah and the president took seats at the table, while Sam started organizing the notes on the table in front of him. 
 
    “I was actually brought into the case because people were falling ill, a weird affliction that caused them to bleed profusely from every possible orifice. Detective Garza, here,” and he pointed at the man sitting beside him, “asked for my opinion on a couple of matters related to this case, and his superiors agreed to bring me on as a consultant to help with the investigation. We determined that the illness was caused by the application of an engineered enzyme that broke down the lining of the blood vessels, allowing blood to leak into other parts of the body and eventually find its way out. Working together with the police department and—and other assets, we were able to identify a suspect, but that suspect was murdered by a co-conspirator. A, um…” He seemed to be searching for a word, and Detective Garza spoke up. 
 
    “Confidential informant,” Garza said. 
 
    Sam looked at him for a second, then turned back to Noah. “Yes, a confidential informant overheard the co-conspirator talking with a man who turned out to be the leader of a terrorist cell operating in the area. Our co-conspirator, Jamaal Abdul Hussein, was responsible for creating a diversion, something that would keep law enforcement occupied with a major crisis while the cell was setting up to blow the president’s helicopter out of the sky. Because of that information, federal and local authorities were able to capture the entire cell, along with the surface-to-air missiles they were planning to use on the helicopter.” 
 
    “I take it this confidential informant is someone you are reluctant to identify?” 
 
    “Very much so,” Sam said. “He is most effective simply because no one has any idea who he is, or that he even exists.” 
 
    Noah cocked his head to the side slightly and looked Sam in the eye. “All right, we’ll leave him alone. What have you learned from the people you arrested?” 
 
    “DHS and the FBI took the terrorist cell into custody,” Sam said. “We only arrested the man behind the diversionary attack, the one who was responsible for the ‛bleeding sickness,’ as it was called. He has been—I would say, surprisingly cooperative. According to what he’s told us, the attack on the president was not the original purpose of the terrorist cell being here in this area—they were originally planning an attack on the theme parks. That changed when some of their leadership in the Middle East were approached by certain individuals who offered significant financial support to their causes in return for assistance with specific situations, eliminating the president being one of them.” 
 
    “So, they hired out this particular cell as an assassination squad?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “That’s what our informant tells us,” he said. “He was sent in after that to create diversions that would occupy law enforcement, in order to make it easier for the cell to work their way into positions that would allow them to carry out the assignment.” 
 
    “From what the president has told me,” Noah said, “it appears that the terrorists were actually arrested while in position to do exactly that, carry out the assignment. Is that correct?” 
 
    “That is correct, yes,” Sam said. “When our informant told us what the plan was all about, we shared that information with federal authorities who took over that part of the investigation. Our job was simply to stop Hussein, and we did so. From what I understand, we will be handing him over to the feds tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Noah sat quietly and looked at him for a moment. “Mr. Prichard, I’m going to need your assistance on this,” he said. “I want you to…” 
 
    “Now, hold on,” Sam said. “As you mentioned earlier, I retired. I no longer hold credentials with DHS, and I even gave up my PI license. I’m strictly a civilian now, Wolf; I’m afraid I’m not interested in getting involved in anything with you.” 
 
    The president laughed, and Noah’s eyebrows rose. “Very well,” he said. “While I could order you to cooperate, I’ll respect your wishes. However, I do want to speak to Mr. Hussein personally.” He turned to POTUS. “Mr. President, would you arrange for Mr. Hussein to be transferred to my custody? He can be held where he is for the moment, but I want to take him back to Neverland with me for further interrogation.” 
 
    The president nodded once. “Consider it done,” he said. He turned to Sam Prichard. “I have to admire your balls, Mr. Prichard. I don’t know too many people that would dare tell this man no about anything.” 
 
    “Then, Mr. President,” Sam said, “you must not know very many people who have ever had to work with him.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Is this luxury?” Stacy asked. “Or what?” 
 
    Sarah, whose shoulders were being skillfully manipulated by a masseuse, let out a moan of agreement. “I can’t tell you how long I’ve needed this,” she said. “When do they get to the hot stones?” 
 
    “As soon as they finish with this part. They want us to be completely relaxed first.” 
 
    “If I was any more relaxed,” Sarah said, “you could pour me into a bucket.” 
 
    “I knew you’d like it. I take advantage of it every time we come here.” 
 
    The two women enjoyed the finishing touches of their massages, then lay there in a comfortable, relaxed stupor as another specialist entered the room and applied smooth, hot stones to their backs, buttocks, and the backs of their legs and arms. Sarah moaned again, briefly because of the heat, but then because of the deep-rooted sensation of warm relaxation that moved through every muscle of her body. She was just about to drift off to sleep when she was snapped back to awareness by a soft snore from her companion. She grinned, then tuned it out and was shortly dreaming herself. 
 
    Sometimes, Sarah’s dreams were disturbing. Since she had become pregnant, she had not been allowed to go out on missions with Noah most of the time, but that only left her thinking about all that could go wrong when he was away. Sometimes, those thoughts crept into her dreams and turned them into nightmares. 
 
    The last few weeks, though, those dreams had not been as frequent. Now that Noah was the acting director of E & E, hopefully to be confirmed after this meeting with the president, she felt like the two of them might actually have a chance to live like normal folks. 
 
    There would still be some danger, of course; Neverland had been attacked before, and it could happen again, but security was tighter than ever nowadays. All of the Kirtland Police Department were actually highly trained men and women who had been recruited from various special forces and intelligence groups. Any one of them was likely a match for an entire squad of other soldiers, so Kirtland was probably one of the safest towns in the world. 
 
    This particular dream was a pleasant one. She and Noah were out on the boat, on Temple Lake, and all of their closest friends were with them. Neil and Jenny, Marco and Renée, and even Allison were along for the cruise, and the feeling was like a celebration of some sort. She didn’t know what they were celebrating, exactly, but she was pretty sure it was a party. 
 
    The best part of the dream, though, was that she was not pregnant anymore, and she was holding the most beautiful baby she had ever seen. Maybe that’s what they were celebrating, she thought, but then she looked up when she heard someone calling her name. 
 
    “Sarah? Are you awake?” It was Stacy, and Sarah opened her eyes to see her new friend sitting up on the massage table beside her. 
 
    “I am now,” she said. “I was having a wonderful dream—you could’ve left me a little longer.” 
 
    Stacy grinned. “Sorry, girl, but we’ve been summoned. I guess your husband is all finished up with the president, and POTUS wants us to meet them in his office.” 
 
    Sarah set up quickly. “I get to meet the president?” she asked. “I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “One of the perks of having a president who isn’t a career politician,” Stacy said, “is that he actually cares about people. Since your husband is going to be basically working directly under him, he wants to get to know his entire family. For the moment, that’s you, so we are having coffee with the president, and then we are going to dinner together.” 
 
    Sarah smiled. “I know a few people who are going to be jealous when I get home,” she said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Meeting the president and First Lady was exciting. The four of them plus Stacy were alone in the president’s office at the resort for coffee, and then the table was actually brought into the room when it was time for dinner. Noah and the president seemed to be getting along quite well, and Sarah was startled when the First Lady, a former fashion model, actually asked for Sarah’s cell number. She suggested that the two of them might get together the next time the president visited Kirtland, or summoned Noah to a meeting, and Sarah was delighted to accept. 
 
    The next day, Noah, Sarah and Stacy went to Disney World. Noah wore his natural half smile as Sarah enjoyed all the rides she could talk him into allowing her to try, but there were a few he refused to go along with. With her pregnancy, he wanted to be cautious about any kind of strenuous activity, and some of the roller coasters struck him as potentially harmful. She pouted a little bit, but understood his logic and didn’t argue. 
 
    They had a wonderful day together, and Noah found himself very pleased with the smiles he saw on Sarah’s face. Considering what they did for a living, he wanted to enjoy as many of those as he could. 
 
    Because they spent the whole day there, Noah decided they would stay over one more night before flying home. He had kept the Gulfstream waiting at Orlando-Sanford International Airport, so they decided to get up early the next morning and head out. Stacy told him that the limousine would be ready whenever they wanted to leave, so Noah set an alarm for six a.m. 
 
    As usual, he woke a few minutes before the alarm was set to go off, so he turned it off to let Sarah sleep a few minutes longer. He got up and showered, took care of morning necessities and was not surprised to find Sarah sitting up in bed when he came out. 
 
    “Stacy just called,” she said. “It seems the president wants to have breakfast with us before we leave.” 
 
    Noah raised one eyebrow. “All right,” he said. “Did she get the time?” 
 
    “She said he’s waiting in the breakfast room,” she said. “Give me twenty minutes and I’ll be ready. You can go on down, if you want to.” 
 
    He nodded. “I think I will. I wouldn’t mind asking a few more questions about the investigation he wants us to run.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed her, then turned and walked out of the room while she climbed out of the bed and headed toward the bathroom. The breakfast room was down at the lobby, so he took the elevator down and wasn’t surprised to see Secret Service agents standing just outside the entrance. 
 
    “Noah Wolf,” he said, showing his ID again. “The president requested my presence.” 
 
    One of the agents nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said. “Please go on in. Will your wife be joining you?” 
 
    “Yes, she’ll be down shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we’ll send her in when she arrives.” 
 
    The other agent opened the door and Noah walked inside. The president was sitting at a table alone, but he looked up with a smile when Noah approached him. 
 
    “Good to see you,” he said. “Have a seat, have a seat. I wanted to touch base with you before you leave, see if you had any further thoughts on this whole situation.” 
 
    “Actually,” Noah said, “I do. There’s been a lot of talk lately about multinational corporations, particularly among some of the more conservative pundits. Is there any truth to the rumor that some of them are hiring their own private armies?” 
 
    “Security forces, they call them,” POTUS said. “I mean, I can understand that sometimes they need a little additional security in certain places around the world—that just goes along with the global political climate. What I don’t quite get is why they need them here in the US. To give you an example, there is a social media site called elifecentral.com; they’re trying to compete with the big one. They’ve already got a contract with Dark Horse Security for more than a thousand former soldiers in their security team, and half of those people are stationed around the country here. What’s the point in that? Do they really expect to be under attack or something?” 
 
    “Perhaps by the competition,” Noah said. “But I admit, I have trouble thinking they need that kind of security. Has DHS talked to them about it?” 
 
    “Yes,” the president said. “They say it’s just to make sure their workers are safe. They’ve got about two thousand employees altogether, but I can’t see any reason they need a whole damn battalion of soldiers, can you?” 
 
    Noah shook his head. “No, I can’t. What about other social media companies? Are they doing the same thing?” 
 
    “Some of them have ten times as many security people, and they aren’t even the worst of it. Some of the oil companies have more than twenty thousand ex-soldiers on their payrolls, and the same goes for most other big industry companies. I read a report recently that said more than twenty percent of all the soldiers worldwide who have served in combat zones in the last eight years have gone to work in security for one of these outfits. Makes you think, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Noah concentrated for a moment. “Just taking a rough guess, that would mean more than a quarter of a million private soldiers in the employ of big industry. That’s more than the combined military strength of some countries.” 
 
    POTUS nodded. “See why I’m a little concerned about this? If several of these companies got together, they could arrange a coup in some of the countries they operate in. We’ve already got industry lobbyists basically pulling the strings on most of Congress. If they decide to step up from politics and go into the warfare business, I’m not sure most of the world could stand up against them, including us.” 
 
    “That does shed new light on the subject,” Noah said. “It also tells me that some of those companies might think they have motivation to manipulate politics even at the highest levels. One of the things most of your supporters like about you, Mr. President, is that you don’t seem to think like a career politician. That could be what made you a target, especially if something you are doing is standing in the way of what these companies want.” 
 
    “Everything I do stands in their way,” the president said. “I’m trying to boost our economy and get rid of the over-use of regularions that have been dragging our country down for decades. You might not understand this, Noah, but I actually believe that may be my life’s calling.” He chuckled. “Of course, some of those regulations are the things that make it possible for these companies to exist and spread as far as they do. I can imagine it isn’t making them very happy that I’m tearing up their playbook.” 
 
    “I think you’re probably right, sir,” Noah said. “I think you’ve been  pretty effective in doing what you set out to do, which is probably the reason for this attempt to get rid of you.” 
 
    The president laughed. “As they say, great minds think alike. Noah, I believe I can leave this in your hands. Naturally, I want you to do everything you can to make sure they don’t manage to get rid of me, but protecting me is not your duty. My Secret Service team is up to the task in general, but I can’t expect them to know everything. If you come across any information about a credible threat to me or to the country, I expect you to let me know immediately.” He reached into a pocket and pulled out a slip of paper which he handed to Noah. It contained a string of seventeen digits. “That’s my personal cell code. It’s not a phone number, it’s a relay code that will send you directly to my cell phone. It contains a passcode that you can only get from me, and it notifies my phone that you are the one who is calling, and if you call, I will answer no matter what else I’m doing. Memorize it, but don’t save it in your phone. We can’t take a chance on anyone else getting hold of it, you understand?” 
 
    Noah glanced at the string of numbers and then handed it back. “I have it,” he said. “If I have to use it, I’ll delete it from my phone afterward.” 
 
    “You got it that fast? Then I’m impressed.” He clapped Noah on the shoulder. “I have a feeling, Noah, that I’m awfully glad you’re on our side.” 
 
    “So am I, Mr. President,” Noah said. 
 
    The door opened and both men turned to see Sarah walk in. 
 
    “Mrs. Wolf,” POTUS said. “You’re looking lovely this morning.” 
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    The Gulfstream landed at Kirtland Airfield just after ten a.m., and Hussein was escorted off by a pair of Secret Service agents who had come along for the flight. Arrangements had already been made for him to be taken to the secret holding facility in an underground bunker behind R&D, and a van was waiting to transport them there. The two agents would then be flown by helicopter to Denver, where they would take a commercial flight back to DC. 
 
    Noah and Sarah disembarked immediately afterward and collected their bags, which Noah carried to Sarah’s car and loaded in the trunk. He slid into the passenger seat beside her as she started the engine and let her drive them toward the headquarters building. 
 
    “I’ll probably be in the office the rest of the day,” Noah said as he kissed her goodbye. “My car is still in the garage here, so I’ll see you as soon as I can get done. Hopefully I can get home pretty early, but we might end up with company for dinner tonight.” 
 
    Sarah raised an eyebrow and looked at him, but he didn’t elaborate any further. He climbed out of the car without another word and shut the door, and she drove away as he stepped through the front entrance of the building. 
 
    Noah took the elevator up to the top floor where his office was located and his receptionist, Danielle, looked up and smiled. 
 
    “Welcome back, Mr. Wolf,” she said. “How was your trip?” 
 
    “Relaxing for the most part,” Noah said. “Are there any urgent messages?” 
 
    “Just one,” Danielle said. “Charles Maybury, the new director at DHS, says it’s urgent that he speaks to you as soon as you come in.” 
 
    “All right,” Noah said. “Get him on the phone for me.” He stepped into his office and closed the door, then sat down just as his phone rang. 
 
    “I have Mr. Maybury on line two,” Danielle said through the intercom. Noah punched the button and put the handset to his ear. 
 
    “Mr. Maybury,” he said. “Noah Wolf.” 
 
    “Thanks for returning my call so quickly, Noah,” Maybury said. “I received a quick briefing from the president this morning on your visit to him, and I want to let you know that my office is open to you at any time. If there’s anything we can do to assist, you only need to ask.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Mr. Maybury…” 
 
    “Just Charles,” Maybury said. “You and I are on equal footing, Noah. The president says he intends to confirm your promotion, which I think is a smart move. Believe me, I’m fully aware of how much you’ve done to assist our agency in the past. It’s time I return the favor.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charles,” Noah said. “I’m certain I’ll be calling you soon.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Maybury said. “You have a great day.” 
 
    The call ended, and Noah immediately dialed another number. 
 
    “Wally, it’s Noah,” he said. “Who’s your best interrogator out there?” 
 
    Wally Lawson, the director of R&D, hesitated for only a second. “I would say that would be Jacqueline,” he replied. “She’s the one who developed the deception detection software.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate it if you would get her over to holding. We brought back a man who may have knowledge about an attempt on the president. I want everything he knows, as soon as we can get it.” 
 
    “No problem,” Wally said. “She knows what she’s doing, trust me.” 
 
    Noah hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair for a moment. He needed to think through just how he wanted to approach the assignment, because it was somewhat different from simply sending an assassination team to eliminate an enemy of the state. He needed to consider just who he had available that would be best suited for the work that needed to be done. 
 
    Jenny Lance, the assassin known as Cinderella, had taken over Noah’s former team. Neil Blessing, who was also her fiancé since they were planning to marry in the near future, was her intelligence man. His abilities with a computer were legendary within the organization, and while he had started out scared and nervous, he had grown into a very effective agent during his time with Noah. 
 
    Marco Turin, the Cajun muscleman, served as the “thug” for the team and was one of the toughest men Noah had ever known. On more than one occasion, he had gone far above and beyond the call of duty to protect Noah and the others on the team. Noah had even considered promoting him and giving him a team of his own, but Marco was only going to enhance Jenny’s effectiveness by remaining where he was. 
 
    Renée Turin, Marco’s wife of a few months, was a former R&D research scientist and clerk who had become their utility agent, someone who could fill many different roles. She was highly capable of a number of functions in the team, and had recently proven herself by going into deep cover on a mission. She had been undergoing psychological counseling since then, because she had been brainwashed into attempting an assassination that was not sanctioned, but Doctor Parker had given her a clean bill of health and reinstated her to duty. 
 
    The newest member of Team Cinderella was Cody Randall. Cody had been an up-and-coming Hollywood stunt driver before he had celebrated a bit too much at a wrap party and got behind the wheel while he was intoxicated. He had lost control of his car and crashed into a tour bus, killing seven people in the resulting fireball, but he had been thrown free. He had been charged with vehicular homicide and sentenced to fifty years in the California State Penal System, but had attempted suicide the first week after his sentencing. Allison had gone to see him and offered him a chance at redemption by serving his country, and he had accepted. It was reported that a second suicide attempt had been successful, and the body was turned over to his family for burial, but Cody was given cosmetic surgery and a new last name. He then spent the next three months in training with E & E. His driving skills were among the best the agency had—he could literally drive anything on wheels, and even had his pilot’s license—so Noah had assigned him to Team Cinderella as transportation officer, replacing Sarah who was now on reserve status. 
 
    There were three teams currently available to Noah. Cinderella, of course, but there was also Team Pegasus, headed by Ralph Morgan, and Team Aladdin, now headed by Noah’s newest assassin, Mark McCullers. 
 
    Mark was a former British MI6 agent who had been on vacation in Las Vegas when he got into a brawl in which he killed three people. He was sentenced to life in prison for the killings and had been summarily disavowed by the British government. Allison had reviewed the case and decided that Mark had actually been trying to defend a woman who was being beaten by her husband when the guy’s friends had objected to his interference. One of them pulled a gun and Mark had reacted with all his training, but a prosecutor had decided that his training was exactly what made it murder, and had convinced the jury to convict. The UK, in the interest of international relations, had released him, condemning him to serve the sentence that had been imposed upon him. When Allison paid him a visit in prison, he was more than happy to accept the offer she made. 
 
    Teams Unicorn, Peter Pan, Snow White and Dragon were out on assignments, so Noah began thinking of how he could use the ones available to the best advantage. Of course, this wasn’t something he was going to do alone. He sat forward again and touched the intercom button on his phone. 
 
    “Danielle, please have Molly come to my office.” 
 
    “Right away, Mr. Wolf,” she replied. 
 
    Molly Hansen arrived only a moment later, taking the chair directly in front of his desk. 
 
    “I understand congratulations are in order,” she said with a grin. “I’ve already heard from five different agencies, including Allison at CIA, that the president is going to confirm you as the new director.” 
 
    Noah nodded. “That’s what he told me,” he said. “However, he’s also given us a new mission. Have you heard about the attempt to assassinate him the day before yesterday?” 
 
    Molly returned the nod. “Yes, Allison told me about it. Do they know who was behind it yet?” 
 
    “We have one of the conspirators in holding,” Noah said. “He has given up enough information to make it clear we’re dealing with corporate interests. I have one of Wally’s people working on trying to find out what else he knows. We need to get every bit of truth out of him that we possibly can. I’ll let Wally’s interrogator take care of that, but in the meantime I need to start putting together a team to handle the investigation. The president wants us to determine precisely who is involved and what needs to be done with them.” 
 
    Molly’s eyebrows rose slightly. “He’s leaving that up to you?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” Noah said. “He said he would not make any request regarding whether we should sanction them or not, but would leave it to my judgment. I’ll decide whether they should be prosecuted or eliminated after we know who we’re dealing with and what the situation really is.” 
 
    Molly took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “Well, at least it’s you. I’m afraid anyone else might let that much power get out of control.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to,” Noah said. “This is different from simply making a determination on a request for sanction. The president has asked me to essentially be investigator, judge and jury, as well as potentially executioner. I want you to watch me closely to be certain I don’t make a mistake in logic. Will you do that?” 
 
    “Of course,” Molly said. “Haven’t I always had your back?” 
 
    “Yes,” Noah said simply. “Now, I need to decide who I’m going to put on this. Cinderella tends to be a bit too violent for investigative work, and I’m not sure Pegasus is up to it yet. What do you think about Aladdin?” 
 
    “Mark McCullers? Mark does have investigative experience from his time with MI6. To be honest, I think he might be the ideal man for the job, but I would put both Cinderella and Pegasus on backup. Let him run the show, but use the other two teams to keep interference down to a minimum.” 
 
    “I was thinking along the same lines,” Noah said. “How soon can you put together a basic mission plan?” 
 
    “I need to do a little research on the potential suspects,” she said, “then work out a basis for getting Mark into position for the investigation. Give me a couple of hours?” 
 
    “That’ll be perfect,” Noah said. He leaned forward and picked up the phone, consulted a Rolodex and dialed a number. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mark heard his phone ring and glanced at the caller ID, which said Brigadoon Investments. He stepped away from the people nearest him in the grocery store and put it to his ear. 
 
    “Aladdin,” he said. Each team leader was instructed to answer calls from headquarters by the code name they were assigned. 
 
    “This is Noah Wolf,” Noah said. “I need you and your team in my office in two hours.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mark said. “We’ll be there.” 
 
    “Very good,” Noah said, and then the line went dead. 
 
    Mark pushed his grocery cart along and added a few more things. If he was going out on a mission, then he wasn’t going to be needing all the groceries on his list right away after all, so he stuck to items that weren’t perishable. 
 
    When he was finished, he went to his car in the parking lot, a replica of a 1929 Mercedes roadster that sported a drivetrain from a late model Mustang. He piled his bags in the passenger seat and then slid behind the wheel. A touch of the starter button was all it took to fire up the powerful engine, and he left a little rubber on the parking lot pavement as he pulled out. 
 
    Like all of the team leaders, Mark had been assigned to his own home, and in his case it was a small cottage on the outskirts of town. He pulled the roadster in to the carport, gathered up the groceries and carried them in through the side door, then took a few minutes to put them away. When he was finished, he took a soft drink out of his refrigerator and sat down at the kitchen table with his phone. Rather than bothering to call each of the team members, he simply sent them a group text telling them when to meet at HQ. 
 
    He still had well over an hour, so he decided to get the shower he had skipped that morning. Unlike most bachelors, he was rather fastidious about keeping his place neat and tidy, so he tossed his clothes directly into the washing machine that was just outside the bathroom door, then entered the bathroom naked. The shower took almost two minutes to warm up, due to the fact that he had installed a solar water heater up on the roof, so he turned on the water and then used the time to run a razor over his chin. By the time that was finished, the shower was beginning to fill up with steam, and he stepped into the hot spray and let the heat seep into his body. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, his skin bright red from the hot shower, he toweled off and went to his bedroom to get dressed. This would be his first mission call-up since Noah took charge, so he decided to set a precedent. Black slacks and a white polo shirt would make the statement he was after, he thought. Casual, but serious enough to appear respectful. He finished it off with his usual trainers, lacing them tightly out of habit. Having a shoe slip on your foot could slow you down when you really needed to move; Mark liked to be prepared for anything. 
 
    With twenty-five minutes to spare, he stepped out the door and got back into the roadster. Thankfully, there was no sign of rain in the forecast for the day, because he didn’t want to bother putting the top up. 
 
    Getting to the headquarters building was only going to take about fifteen minutes, so he pulled through a drive-up coffee shop and ordered a latte. He considered getting another one for Noah, but he didn’t know his new boss that well just yet. With his luck, he would get the wrong kind and end up in disfavor, so he decided to wait until he knew more about the man in charge. 
 
    As he drove the rest of the way to the headquarters, Mark thought about the past couple of months. He and his team had only graduated from training eight weeks earlier, after going out on three missions as backup for one of the others. Since then, he had led his team on three missions of their own, and they were beginning to become a truly compatible working unit. 
 
    Jerry Sheppard, his transportation officer, was a former race driver. He had been making his name on the rally circuits, traveling around the world to race on some of the most dangerous roads in existence, until he had discovered his wife being unfaithful when he returned home unexpectedly. He had gotten into a fight with her lover that had ended up with the man falling down a flight of stairs to his death. Jerry was convicted of second-degree murder and sentenced to twenty years in prison, which was where Allison recruited him. He was relatively happy in his new life, especially with some of the vehicles that R&D could provide. 
 
    Kate Henderson was the team’s intelligence officer. Like most intelligence officers, she was a hacker who had been busted by the feds when she got into the wrong database when she was only seventeen. She had hacked her way into some Pentagon records that were considered so far beyond top secret that they didn’t officially exist, but the system was designed to trace any intrusion and she was caught. She served two years in a women’s federal prison before Allison discovered and recruited her. She had originally been with Team Aladdin back when Tom Feldman had been running it, but Tom had lost an eye and a leg during the Andropov attack on Neverland and was taken out of the field. She had spent a year after that just filling in with other teams as she was needed, and then was assigned temporarily to Team Oz when it was resurrected with Barry Andrews at the helm. She and Barry couldn’t get along, however, mostly because he seemed to think he could grope her whenever he wanted. When she finally broke down and complained to Allison, she was transferred back to Aladdin with Mark, and Barry was retired to the potter’s field. Team Oz was now headed up by a new assassin named Sergio, a former thug who had proved himself enough to gain the promotion. 
 
    Every team has a thug, the kind of tough guy that nobody wants to meet in a dark alley. For Team Aladdin, that role was filled by Rocky Johnson, a six-foot-two-inch black man who made Dwayne Johnson look scrawny. Rocky got his name because it had often been said that his head was made of rock, especially in the Detroit streets where he had grown up. He had gone to prison on racketeering charges as an enforcer for a major street gang, but despite his origins, Rocky was an extremely intelligent man. He had made a name for himself in prison as a jailhouse lawyer, but also as the guy who could stand up to the other gangs all by himself, although that had resulted in his being forced to kill on three different occasions. His combined prison sentences added up to more than four hundred years, so Allison’s invitation to join E & E didn’t require a lot of thought before he accepted. 
 
    The fourth member of the team was Rosita Morales. She had been convicted of attempted murder after trying to run down a former boyfriend who had raped and beaten her. She was just past the first year of a fifteen-year sentence when Allison found her and offered her a new lease on life. She had been with two different teams over the last couple of years since then, and Allison had specifically chosen her as utility agent for Team Aladdin when Mark was brought in for training. 
 
    Rosie, as Mark called her, was a thirty-year-old, raven-haired Hispanic beauty, but she could take on just about any role she chose. With a little makeup and a blonde wig, she became as Anglo as any New York debutante, but she had also learned to impersonate almost any other nationality. She had been Iranian, Israeli, Argentinian, Russian, and once she’d even managed to pull off being half Chinese. She had a mind like an encyclopedia and constantly amazed Mark with her range of political, geographical and scientific trivia. He considered her a serious asset, and the two of them had become the best of friends. 
 
    Mark pulled the Mercedes into the underground parking garage at headquarters and wasn’t surprised to find Rosie, Kate and Rocky waiting for him. He hopped out of the car and nodded to each of them, and they fell in behind him as he headed toward the elevator. 
 
    “Any idea what’s up, Limey?” Rocky asked, using his favorite nickname for his boss. 
 
    “Not the foggiest just yet,” Mark replied. “Got your bags all packed, then? No telling where we are headed, best be ready for anything.” 
 
    “Always ready,” Rocky replied. The elevator opened and the four of them stepped inside for the ride up to the top floor. 
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    Danielle saw them come out of the elevator and pointed wordlessly toward the conference room door; Rocky got there first and held it open for the others. Mark stepped through and then paused for a split second when he saw Jenny Lance and her team already sitting at the conference table. Noah had chosen to use the conference table rather than the theater-like seating arrangement that Allison had preferred, and was in his chair at the head of the table. Molly Hansen was sitting beside him, and the large video monitor behind Noah displayed the swirling colors of a screensaver. 
 
    Mark and the others took their seats, exchanging greetings with Jenny, Neil, Marco and Renée as they did so. The ever-present doughnuts and carafes of coffee were on the table in front of them, and Rocky grabbed a Long John just before Neil could get to it. The skinny kid glared at him, but it was with a good-humored grin as he chose a bear claw instead. 
 
    “I called you all in because I’m about to give you a new assignment,” Noah said. “Mark, you are going to be taking lead on this one. A couple of days ago, a terrorist cell in Florida attempted to shoot down the president’s helicopter as he arrived at his resort outside Orlando. They were discovered by local police working with a special investigator, and the plot was thwarted in the last couple of hours. The president ordered me to fly down and meet with him that afternoon, and has given me the responsibility of determining who was behind the attempt and what should be done about it. I’m assigning Team Aladdin to handle the investigation, with Teams Cinderella and Pegasus as backup. Pegasus couldn’t be here this morning because they’ve been in Canada for some specialized training, but they’ll be back late today.” 
 
    “Right,” Mark said. “Particulars?” 
 
    Noah turned to Molly, who pointed the remote at the monitor. A couple of photos appeared, and each of them had a caption that identified them as the CEO of their individual companies. 
 
    “Intel from the terrorists so far indicates that this was not a typical terrorist attack,” she said. “The group, an offshoot of Al Qaeda that has been trying to build a name for itself, actually hired this particular cell out for the job, and the client was one or more of the major multinational corporations. We don’t have an individual name, and from what we’ve gathered so far, some of these corporations have decided to band together to force the world into what they want it to be. That includes getting rid of the president, because many of the regulations he’s been stripping out of the US code and a lot of his trade policies are making it more difficult for them to generate the profits they like. When you add in the stubbornness some nations are showing in response to those policies, you’ve got a situation that could seriously impact their revenues, and we believe this might be the motive behind this attempt to assassinate POTUS.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they didn’t go for some homegrown assassins,” Rosie said. “Between Antifa and a lot of the more radical liberal groups, there are plenty of people right here that would like to see him taken out. Any idea why they went for terrorists?” 
 
    “Probably just camouflage,” Neil said. “Try to make it look like a terror attack, rather than just an assassination. If they could pin it on any of the ISIS affiliates, it might keep anyone from looking in their direction while also giving some relief to some of the other nations that don’t like the changes he’s brought with him.” 
 
    “Which has been just about everybody,” Molly said. “The UK, Europe, the Middle East—take your pick, there are plenty of countries that wouldn’t mind seeing us return to politics as usual, but I don’t think any of them would be stupid enough to actually attempt to make it happen. The president may not be popular with everybody, but he has a pretty large conservative base. With a conservative majority in the Senate right now, it probably wouldn’t be too hard to force a declaration of war on any nation that dared to try.” 
 
    “All right,” Mark said. “So the rogues’ gallery on the screen is our list of suspects?” 
 
    “Some of them, anyway,” Molly said. “The first man you see there is Ronald Feinberg, CEO of elifecentral.com. They are doing their best to compete with Facebook as the new social media hotspot, and they’ve actually been making some progress. The problem is that they combine social media with marketing, like they’re trying to merge Facebook with Amazon. As a result, they are giving both of those big companies some competition, but the current trade policies are affecting this one more than the others. Feinberg is known to have expressed a lot of animosity toward the president and his policies, and has even gone so far as to suggest that the president should be removed from office. When you add in the fact that he employs nearly a thousand former soldiers as security, and rumor says some of them have actually served as intimidation squads to frighten off smaller potential competitors, he definitely looks like someone who deserves more attention.” 
 
    She pressed a button on the remote and a frame highlighted the second photograph. 
 
    “This is Barton Finley. Mr. Finley is CEO of paymelinx.com. They provide an easy way for people to pay one another with credit cards, cryptocurrencies and other types of payment, and they normally process about a hundred billion dollars a year through their system. Some of the president’s policies have cut into that amount pretty drastically, and while there’s no doubt they’ll recover from it, they don’t like the idea of losing probably half a billion dollars a year in unearned profits. Finley and Feinberg are pretty close, and work together; Finley’s company handles all of the payment processing for Feinberg’s, so what affects one of them affects them both.” 
 
    She went through the other photos on the screen, describing the companies and naming their chief executive officers. There were a total of eleven of them, and any of them would have sufficient motivation to want the president out of the way. They would also have the money and connections necessary to arrange something like a fake terror attack to get the job done. 
 
    Molly handed Mark an identity kit. “Mark, you’ll be running lead on this mission. In order to help you accomplish it, I’ve designed a cover identity for your team that makes you a reporter for BizMarked.com, an online magazine that runs features about global entrepreneurs. Your cover identity is Jonathan Hartwell, who is an actual reporter for that magazine and has many articles archived there. Mr. Hartwell was happy to accept a free sixty-day cruise in exchange for the use of his identity, and we have the added benefit that he doesn’t like having his photo taken. The few that do exist of him online show that he bears a strong resemblance to you, but you’re going to have to lose your accent. Mr. Hartwell grew up in the southeast USA, and he sounds like a Southern gentleman.” 
 
    Mark gave her a grin. “Well, I decla-uh, it is about time the South rose again.” 
 
    Molly and Jenny both snickered; Mark’s voice suddenly put them in mind of a Confederate officer. 
 
    “That’ll do perfectly,” Molly said. “During your flight, you can study the dossier I gave you on Mr. Hartwell. It gives you his background, so you can answer any questions that are likely to come up. Your team gets to keep their own names, and will pose as your crew. Jerry will be your driver like always, Kate will be your executive assistant, Rosita will be your photographer and Rocky—well, Rocky can be your bodyguard, because I just couldn’t think of anything else he might be.” 
 
    Rocky shot her a grin of his own. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said. “Maybe those hours in the gym are starting to pay off, right?” 
 
    Molly’s face turned slightly pink as she nodded her agreement. “I would certainly say so,” she said. “Now, Jenny, your team and Pegasus are going to be taking turns staying close by. Since Aladdin is going to be jet-setting all over the world, I’m planning to keep alternating you one step ahead. The itinerary calls for eight stops in six countries, so you and Pegasus will leapfrog each other so that one of your teams will already be in place when Aladdin arrives at each destination.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Jenny said. “Am I gonna get to kill anybody?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Noah said. “At this point, I have not authorized any sanctions. Depending on what Mark learns, I’ll have to make some decisions.” 
 
    “Well, can I at least get first dibs?” Jenny said with a wink. “I haven’t had a target since our last mission together, and I’m starting to get antsy. You know me, Noah—I have to feed the beast every once in a while.” 
 
    Noah looked at her for a second, his face completely neutral. “All right,” he said. “First sanction will be yours, if any come out of this mission. If not, I’ll see if I can arrange a side mission for you. I have a few sanction requests I haven’t answered yet, and at least a couple of them might be close enough to one of the destinations to let you handle them.” 
 
    Jenny giggled and clapped her hands like a little girl who had just been told she was getting a pony, and Rosie raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “You’re just not right,” she said. “I mean, seriously, there is something about you that just isn’t right.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Jenny said, smiling at her. “I think you’re just jealous that I get the fun jobs.” 
 
    Rosie shivered and looked away, while Neil leaned over and whispered something in Jenny’s ear. She immediately looked contrite, then turned to Rosie and said, “I’m sorry, that was mean.” 
 
    Rosie waved a hand in dismissal but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Molly said. “Let’s get back to business. Mark, you need to take a trip out to R&D and get with Wally. He’s got some equipment that will probably come in handy, and you need to choose what you want to take along. You’ll be traveling on commercial flights, so weapons can’t go along with you. The advance team at each location will make contact with our nearest liaison to provide whatever you need in that regard, and they’ll be traveling on diplomatic passports that will get them past customs without being searched. And incidentally, your first stop is in London to see Mr. Finley.” She turned to Jenny. “Your team will take first advance, so you’ll be flying out at eleven o’clock tonight for London. Aladdin will leave tomorrow morning from Denver and arrive the following morning. Pegasus will head out the day after tomorrow to the second destination, which is Geneva.” 
 
    She leaned back and glanced over at Noah, who took over at that point. 
 
    “Mark, your mission is to determine whether any of these executives or anyone in their employ was involved in hiring the assassination attempt on the president. When you get out to R&D, Wally will provide you with a pair of glasses that can detect when someone is lying. Use them; I want facts, not guesswork. If you determine that anyone connected to these companies was involved, you will report that directly to me or Molly.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Mark said. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Yes,” Noah said. “If any of these people were behind the attempt, they probably intend to try again. In my experience, people of wealth and power have a tendency to think themselves above the law, so a single failure isn’t going to deter them from taking another step to accomplish their goals. I’m giving this mission our highest priority rating, so you are authorized to engage with any agents of our allies, should it become necessary. I know from experience that they can sometimes provide pretty good intelligence.” He paused for a moment, glancing at Molly before looking at each of them in turn. “And one last thing,” he said. “If I decide to eliminate any of these people, their deaths must appear to be incidental. It should look like an accident, or a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The last thing we need is for people like this to start thinking that someone is coming after them. They would undoubtedly start to wonder about each other, and we don’t need corporate gang wars erupting in the streets.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mark said. He glanced around at his team and Jenny’s. “Let’s be off, then.” 
 
    They all got to their feet and filed out the door, but Neil hesitated before following the rest. He turned and looked at Noah for a moment, then gave a shy grin. 
 
    “You know it’s not going to be the same, right?” he asked. “Being out there without you?” 
 
    “Jenny is good,” Noah said. “And I happen to know that she has the best team available. You’ll all do your jobs, and that’s what counts.” 
 
    Neil stood there for another couple of seconds, then nodded and walked out. Noah watched him go, then turned to Molly. 
 
    “You’re confident this is the way to handle it?” he asked. 
 
    Molly nodded. “Yes, I’m sure,” she said. “Jenny’s interrogation techniques are a little too violent, so you’re right to put Mark in the lead. Ralph is pretty good at taking out a target, but he lacks any finesse when it comes to dealing with people one-on-one. Using both of them to back up Mark’s team means you can split the sanctions between them if you need to. My only real concern is that you’re going to find out quite a few of these people were involved. If a number of them meet untimely ends, we may have that corporate war you are talking about.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Noah said. He got up and went back to his office with Molly following behind him, then sat down at his desk and picked up his cell phone. His thumb flashed over the keypad as he punched in the code number the president had given him, and then he put the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Please hold for the president,” said a recorded voice. Noah waited a few more seconds, and then the booming voice of POTUS came on the line. 
 
    “Noah? You got something for me?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Noah said. “We have identified a potential list of suspects, and I have just initiated a mission to determine which of them might actually be involved. I should warn you, however, that should it become necessary to eliminate any of these people, it could prompt a violent power struggle between some of these mega-corporations. I felt you should be aware so that you can make whatever preparations might be necessary should that happen.” 
 
    The president laughed. “You’re telling me that these people might go to war against each other? Well, as long as we can minimize any collateral damage, I’m not certain that would be such a bad thing. I don’t know about you, Noah, but I think things were a lot simpler before we had companies that were bigger than some countries.” He seemed to hesitate for a second, then went on. “I’ve just had a short briefing on some other possible connections to the situation. It’s my understanding that you will be receiving some advice on that.” 
 
    “I will be waiting for it, Mr. President,” Noah said. “I’ll keep you posted on anything we learn.” 
 
    “You do that, son,” said POTUS. “I’ll start setting things up on my end.” 
 
    Noah ended the call and set the phone on his desk. “Now we wait,” he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jenny’s team had arrived in Neil’s big Hummer, but Mark’s people had each driven their own cars. They made quite a convoy as they left the underground parking garage and headed toward R&D with Mark’s little sports car in the lead. 
 
    When they arrived and had gone through the security check-in, each of them showing ID and waiting for the security personnel to decide they were supposed to be there, Wally came out to greet them. 
 
    Wally Lawson was, in Noah’s estimation, the classic example of a mad scientist. He was exceedingly brilliant as a chemist and engineer, but he was also incredibly skilled at motivating other people. As a result, Allison had pilfered him from the CIA and put him in charge of her entire R&D operation when E & E had been formed a few years earlier. He now ran a staff of more than one hundred scientists, all of whom were engaged in coming up with new technology to make the organization’s assassins even more effective. These ranged from simple weapons to vehicles, and even devices classified so secret that no one outside of the intelligence community would believe they existed. 
 
    “Hey, there they are,” Wally said, his natural enthusiasm running over like always. The grin on his face said plenty, and in particular that he was thrilled at the idea that more of his toys were about to be put into use. “You’re Mark, right? I’m Wally.” 
 
    Mark shook hands with Wally, then introduced the rest of his team. Wally had known Jenny and most of her people for quite a while, but Cody was new to him. He welcomed them all, then invited them to follow him back to his inner sanctum. 
 
    “Molly called and told me about your mission,” he said as he led them along the hallways, “so I’ve been thinking about what we might have that could be of assistance. If you will bear with me for a few minutes, I think I can show you some things you are going to like.” 
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    Wally led them to a door and paused just outside of it. There was an intercom on the wall beside the door, and he pushed a button and called out, “Lester? Is it safe to come in?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Lawson,” said a voice. “Everything is ready.” 
 
    Wally looked at Mark. “You’re not gonna believe what you’re about to see,” he said, and then he giggled as he opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    Mark looked around at the others with him and shrugged, then followed Wally into the room. 
 
    Two people were inside, a man and a woman. The man, apparently Lester, stepped forward and greeted Wally before turning and offering a hand to Mark. 
 
    “Okay, guys, this is Lester,” Wally said, “and that’s Nina, his assistant. They do some pretty wild stuff here, and I have to admit that some of it is making my craziest ideas become reality. What you’re about to see is a case in point.” He turned back to Lester, who was shaking hands with all of the men and bowing to the ladies. “You ready to show them?” 
 
    “We sure are,” Lester said. “Give us just a minute to set everything up.” 
 
    Wally giggled again, rubbing his hands together. He kept his eyes on Lester, so the rest of them did likewise as the man turned to his assistant and had her help him push a box into place. 
 
    The box was about eighteen inches square on the floor, but stood almost six feet high. It reminded Mark of a coffin stood on one end, but he kept that thought to himself. 
 
    “Now, what you’re about to see is going to look like some kind of trick you might expect from a magician, but I assure you that it’s very real. Are you ready?” 
 
    Mark raised his eyebrows. “I’m sure we are,” he said. 
 
    “All right,” Lester said. “Now, look at Nina.” 
 
    Mark and the others glanced at where Nina had been standing a second earlier, beside the box. She was gone, and they glanced around the room to see where she had moved to. 
 
    “All right,” Mark said a moment later, “we surrender. Where did she go? Into the box?” 
 
    Lester threw open the front panel on the box so they could see that it was empty, then opened the back of it as well so they could see all the way through. 
 
    “Nope,” he said. “She’s not in there.” 
 
    Mark’s eyebrows rose a little higher. “All right, then,” he said. “Where is she?” 
 
    A petite disembodied hand suddenly appeared and closed the back of the box, then disappeared again. A moment later it appeared once more from inside the box and pulled the front panel closed. A couple of seconds later the panel opened again, and Nina stood there grinning at them. 
 
    “What you’ve just seen is Wally’s answer to Harry Potter’s invisibility cloak,” Lester said. “Wally came up with the idea of creating a field that can surround an object, causing light to bend around it. It’s an electromagnetic field, but that isn’t what bends the light; it’s the effect the field has on the air molecules around it that accomplishes that magic. It basically turns air into a gazillion tiny lenses that cause the light to travel in a half-circle. It’s generated by the belt that Nina is wearing, and extends both up and down for about thirty-six inches, but outward only by about twenty inches. That’s why her hand became visible again, when she reached outside the field. If she keeps her arms and hands close to her, she remains completely invisible to anyone looking in her direction. It works from every angle, and the only place you might spot a little distortion is if you look at the floor directly under her. That’s going to be distorted because her feet block the light from getting to those parts of the floor. If you pay attention, you can actually watch her footsteps, but the computer tries to compensate.” 
 
    “And all it takes is wearing a belt?” Mark asked. “Is this going to be standard equipment from now on?” 
 
    “Eventually, eventually,” Wally said. “For now, the ultra-miniature quantum computer it takes to generate the field costs an awful lot to make, so we’ve only got three of these available at the moment.” He turned back to Lester. “Tell him the rest,” he said. 
 
    “Well, it’s pretty simple.” He motioned to Nina, who took off the belt and held it out to him. “As you can see, it looks like just a thick black leather belt, but these two studs are the controllers. There is a high-voltage gel-pack series battery down the entire center of the belt, and you can recharge it with a USB adapter. When you turn it on, you’re good for about twenty-five minutes of invisibility. After that, you’ll need to recharge the battery for six hours before you can use it again.” 
 
    “I want all three,” Mark said. “One for each of us team leaders. Me, Cinderella, here, and—who’s the other lad? Oh, yes, Pegasus. We should each have one.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m afraid you can only take one,” Wally said. “The other two are prototypes we need for further development.” 
 
    Mark scowled. “Very well, then, I want that one. Only it might very well come in useful, I think.” 
 
    Lester turned to a workbench and picked up a similar belt that was long enough to circle around Mark properly. “This is the only one that will fit you,” he said. “I’m afraid the others are both too small.” 
 
    “And it’s charged?” Mark asked. 
 
    “It’s fully charged right now, and the charger cord is retracted inside it.” He showed Mark the end of the cord, tucked into a pocket just behind the buckle. “When you need to charge it, just pull it out and plug it into any USB AC adapter or even the port on a computer. As I said, it takes about six hours to charge.” 
 
    Mark accepted the belt and then Wally led them out of the room. 
 
    “I was pretty sure you were going to like that,” Wally said. “Now I’ve got something else you’ll want to see.” 
 
    “This is rather exciting,” Mark said. “Incidentally, Noah said I was to ask you about a pair of glasses that can detect when someone is lying?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Wally said. “I already have a pair set out for you. He mentioned it to me, as well.” 
 
    They went down the hall a bit further and Wally led them into yet another room. In this one, several people were sitting at workbenches assembling various items. 
 
    “This is something else I’m excited about,” Wally said. “Noah said you may need to make it appear that certain people died of natural causes, right?” 
 
    “’s right,” Mark said. “Or accidental deaths.” 
 
    “Well, natural causes is always a great way to avoid suspicion,” Wally went on. “Let me show you what Daphne is working on.” They approached the woman sitting at one of the workbenches. “Daphne, tell us what you’ve got there.” 
 
    Daphne, a chubby brunette, looked up at him, then held out what looked like a typical soft drink can. “This is what I call the sipper surprise,” she said. “It appears to be a normal can of pop, but the can has been lined with a kind of wax that contains a very deadly form of flesh-eating bacteria. When the target drinks the contents, it will immediately attack the esophagus and stomach lining, and by the time symptoms begin to appear it will have spread throughout the body. It will be too late to save the person, but it will appear to be a natural death. And, when the contents of the can get below one third, the wax releases an enzyme that destroys all traces of the bacteria in the can. Even if someone suspected it had been tainted, they won’t find anything to confirm that suspicion.” 
 
    Mark nodded approvingly. “Effective and deadly, but without any sign of violence. The only thing you have to be sure of is that you don’t get thirsty and drink it yourself.” 
 
    Daphne gave him a wry grin. “Yes, that would be pretty bad. You’d want to keep it somewhere that would prevent anyone from getting to it before you are ready to hand it to the target. We can produce it in any of the known soft drink brands and flavors, so as long as you know the target’s favorite…” 
 
    “Then it shouldn’t be hard to get him to accept it,” Mark said. “I see the logic. What about other kinds of foods?” 
 
    “That’s what this lab is all about,” Wally said. “We can provide you with wines, candy bars, potato chips and just about anything else you can imagine, all laced with our friendly little bugs.” 
 
    Rosie looked around the room. “I’m surprised the people here aren’t taking more precautions,” she said. “No masks, no rubber gloves?” 
 
    “They use them while they’re actually putting these things together,” Wally replied. “Everything is already sealed at the moment, or we would not have brought you in.” He turned back to Mark. “Would you like any of these things to take along?” 
 
    Mark bit the inside of his cheek for a couple seconds, then shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. “I’d be worried about the chance of the wrong person getting hold of it.” 
 
    Wally nodded. “That’s always a concern, of course. All right, come along and I’ll show you something else.” 
 
    They turned away from Daphne and left the room, and Wally led them down the same hall a few doors further. He opened the door he chose and they all followed him inside. 
 
    This room held only one occupant, a balding man whom Wally introduced as Roscoe. 
 
    “Roscoe, these are Teams Aladdin and Cinderella,” he said. “Show them what you do here.” 
 
    Roscoe grinned at them. “I ruin people’s day,” he said. “I used to work in medical research, and my specialty was heart disease. While I was working on a treatment for various heart conditions, I discovered a drug that will actually cause the heart to suddenly begin racing for several seconds and then stop. It looks like a particularly nasty heart attack, and there’s no test that will detect this particular drug, so I was approached about using it here. When I found out what you folks do, I accepted the offer to come and work here to perfect it.” 
 
    “It gives a bloody heart attack?” Mark asked. “And it’s always fatal?” 
 
    Roscoe nodded. “Always. It can be administered in one of several ways, including injection, skin absorption, or simply mixing it with food or drink. From the time your target comes in contact with it, he’ll have about four minutes before his heart starts pounding, and then the severe tachycardia will set in. About a minute later, his heart will suddenly stop, and nothing will get it to start up again.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” Mark said. “What’s the safest way to handle it?” 
 
    “Believe it or not,” Roscoe said, “the safest way is probably with one of these little capsules.” He held up a small capsule, about a half an inch long and an eighth of an inch in diameter. “Drop it into any liquid and the capsule disintegrates within three seconds, releasing the drug. Even a couple of sips from that drink will be enough to bring on the effect.” He turned to his workstation and picked up a small plastic box, similar to the kind breath mints sometimes come in. “This kit holds eight of them safely, and you can carry it securely in your pocket.” 
 
    “I want one,” Jenny said. “Might come in handy now and then.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “I’ll take one, as well. I may not get to use it, but I prefer to have it should the need arise.” 
 
    Roscoe handed a box to each of them, and then picked up two other boxes, which he also handed to each of them. “This is the antidote,” he said. “If something goes wrong and you get some on your skin, put one of these in your mouth and bite it immediately. It prevents the drug from affecting the vagus nerve, so you’ll be safe. You could also take one of these and then pop one of those capsules on your hand. Shake hands with your target, and a few minutes later he’s done. The drug itself will wear off in about fifteen minutes, so the antidote will protect you until it does.” 
 
    Mark’s eyebrows rose. “That might be even more useful than dropping it in a glass of water,” he said. “I appreciate this.” 
 
    Wally showed them several other possibilities, but none of them appealed to Mark or Jenny. They finally ended up in Wally’s office, where he handed Mark a pair of his deception-detecting glasses. Mark put them on and Wally gave him a quick lesson in how to use them, and then it was time to go. 
 
    “Thank you, Wally,” Mark said as they were leaving the building. “I’m always a bit amazed at the things you blokes do out here.” 
 
    “Well, that’s our job,” Wally said. “You guys need the best possible tools for the work you do, so we keep trying to come up with something new all the time.” 
 
    “And a fine job you do,” Mark said. 
 
    “Oh, that reminds me,” Wally said. “If you think of anything else you need, just give us a call and let us know. We have a deal with FedEx so we can actually ship something anywhere in the world in less than twenty-four hours. It can be sent directly to you, or be waiting when you arrive at your next destination.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, mate,” Mark said. He shook hands with Wally one more time, and then walked back toward his car. 
 
    Everyone was gathered up around his little roadster. “Well, I suppose we need to go home and pack. I’ll check in with the boss and see when we depart, but I know it’s sometime in the morning.” 
 
    “I feel sorry for you,” Jenny said. “You poor guys have to fly commercial, while we get to relax on private flights.” 
 
    “Yes, well, these are the sacrifices we make for our duty.” Mark winked at her, then got behind the wheel of his little Mercedes and started the engine. “I’ll see you—well, whenever I see you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jenny said. “Don’t worry, we got your back. When you get into trouble, we’ll be there to pull you out again.” She shot him a grin as he put the car in gear and drove away, then turned back to her team. “Let’s go, peeps,” she said. “We’ve got a plane to catch in a little while. Let’s get packed.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah stepped out of his office and nodded to Danielle. “I’ll be back in the morning,” he said. “I’m going home for today, so let me know if anything urgent comes up.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Mr. Wolf,” Danielle said. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Noah rode the elevator down to the parking garage under the building and climbed into his Corvette. The big 427 engine started instantly and he backed out of his parking space, then headed for the exit. He was almost to the gate when another car suddenly came out of an aisle on the right and cut him off. It stopped right in front of him, forcing him to hit the brakes hard. 
 
    The driver simply sat in the car for a moment, then slowly opened the door and climbed out. Noah watched warily as the man approached the driver’s side of his car, and powered down his window with his left hand while his right slid down beside the seat for the small pistol he kept there. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Noah asked. 
 
    “Actually,” the man said, “I think it might be the other way around. Mr. Wolf, I may have some information for you. My name is Ken Long, and you and I have some things in common.” 
 
    Noah watched him carefully, but saw no sign of a threat. “Such as?” he asked. 
 
    Ken grinned. “I can think of a couple of things, to be honest,” he said. “However, the most important one at the moment is the fact that you and I are in the same business.” 
 
    Noah looked at him for another moment, then nodded. “Then we should talk,” he said. “Do you know where Charlie’s is?” 
 
    “I do,” said Ken. “Meet you there in five minutes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Noah said. “We can get a table in the back, where we can talk privately.” 
 
    Ken nodded and turned to go back to his car, then turned the wheel and made his way out the exit. Noah put the Corvette back into gear and let out the clutch, following the other car as he made the right turn onto the street. 
 
    Charlie’s was a favorite restaurant of Noah and his friends, and was only a few blocks away from the headquarters building. They arrived only a couple of minutes later and walked in side-by-side. The hostess spotted Noah and looked away; she always let him choose where he wanted to sit, despite the “Please wait to be seated” sign. 
 
    Noah glanced around the room, spotted a table in the corner with no one close by and led the way. The two men sat down across from each other, and neither spoke until after the waitress came to take their orders. Both of them chose coffee, and they continued to look at one another until it arrived. 
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    “Okay,” Noah said once the waitress had walked away again. “Tell me what you mean about us being in the same business.” 
 
    “We both kill people, Mr. Wolf,” Ken said. “I was in the assassination business long before the previous president authorized the formation of your organization.” 
 
    “CIA?” Noah asked. 
 
    “Yeah, for a while. Then it was the NSA for a few years after that, and then I had a few years where I was sent deep. I was disavowed, and had to make my own way. I answered only to the director of the CIA, and I think he was the only one who even knew that I was alive. All that came to a head a couple years ago when I ran into an old friend of yours, and the two of us had to go and deal with a madman who was trying to take over the world.” 
 
    “Friend of mine?” 
 
    Ken grinned again. “He doesn’t really think so,” he said, “but I think if it came down to it, either of you could call on the other. I’m talking about Sam Prichard. He helped me take down Grayson Chandler, but you may not have ever heard that name.” 
 
    “I know Sam Prichard,” Noah said. “In fact, I saw him a couple days ago. Who was Chandler?” 
 
    “A lunatic, in my humble opinion. He got it in his head that some old prophecy was coming to pass and he was supposed to be the king of the world, the Antichrist. If it hadn’t been for Prichard, he might very well have gotten it done.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “That’s another story, though. Right now, the story you and I need to talk about is the one the president just handed off to you.” 
 
    “What do you know about that?” Noah asked. 
 
    “That’s good,” Ken said, his grin spreading a little wider. “You didn’t bother to deny that the president just handed you a problem, but you didn’t give away anything with that question. Okay, I’ll tell you what I know. I know a situation is brewing that is going to pit some of the biggest companies in the world against the United States and some other countries. They’ve gotten too big for their britches, Mr. Wolf, and they seem to think the laws should not apply to them. In particular, they don’t like the laws the president is pushing regarding trade and digital commerce, so the president is correct in believing that some of these people tried to arrange to have him eliminated. Now, all of that you already knew; what we need to talk about is the things you don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Noah said. “Feel free to fill me in.” 
 
    “I’m going to, just bear with me. There are a couple of other things you need to know before we get there. First, after Prichard and I took down Chandler, I was brought in from the cold and reinstated. I’ve been working with the CIA again, which is why I’m here. Our new director, who I believe is also an old friend of yours, suggested I get out here and give you my take on the situation.” He picked up his coffee and took a sip, and looked at Noah again. “I’ve been working the last few months on developing assets inside some of these multinational corporations. I already knew that some of them are working together to try to force the various nations to grant them immunity from any laws that might restrict their business, but it’s gone beyond that, now. There is very little doubt that they were behind this attempt on the president, and if they all team up together, we could be looking at a whole new kind of world war.” 
 
    “War?” Noah asked. 
 
    Ken nodded. “Yes, but I’m not done yet, so keep listening. So far, I’ve managed to get people inside three of the biggest. E-life Industries is one of them, Paymelinx International is another, and the last is Brubaker Financial Services. They are the people behind the latest cryptocurrency, the one that everybody’s worried about taking over as the world’s reserve currency. Between the three of them, they could put together an army of more than a hundred thousand troops, and some of the technology they have developed could walk all over anything conventional military forces could throw at them.” 
 
    “What kind of technology?” Noah asked. “Are you talking about cyber warfare?” 
 
    “I wish I was. Unfortunately, these guys are more than capable of the kind that leaves a lot of dead civilians behind, and I’m trying hard to make sure that doesn’t happen. Mr. Wolf, they’ve got some combat machines that would blow your mind. They’re like miniature tanks, and made of a material that’s impervious to any armor-piercing munitions we have available. Each of them uses a two-man crew, and they can stay inside them for up to a month at a time; they have food and sanitary facilities that can keep them functioning, and one can sleep while the other operates the machine. Each of these is powered by a pocket-sized nuclear power plant that drives it along at up to a hundred miles an hour on the open road, and it can travel over any kind of terrain. It carries enough firepower to take out a battalion of regular soldiers; I’m talking about more than twenty thousand rounds of 5.56 ball ammunition, as well as hundreds of high-explosive rounds. This is a machine that is small enough to fit through a four-foot-wide gap, capable of crashing through a brick wall, climbing stairs or swimming across a river, with computerized targeting that can take out one man at a time with single shots and still pop off more than six rounds a second. A couple hundred of them could wipe out the armies of many nations.” 
 
    Noah nodded. “It sounds quite formidable,” he said. “But I get the feeling you’re not finished.” 
 
    Ken dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Besides those nasty little monstrosities, they’ve got combat robots that can slither through drainpipes and climb walls, armed drones that can locate and follow an individual target for up to six hours and then kill him and everyone near him, even micro bots that fly like bugs and can transmit audio and video up to ten miles. This stuff was all developed secretly in hidden factories in Africa, and a lot of it’s currently on container ships that are headed for ports all over the world, but they won’t be offloaded unless the orders come down from on high. If they were to turn them loose in America or any other country, I don’t even want to think about how many people would die.” 
 
    Noah’s eyebrows had risen as Ken spoke. “You’re telling me that these corporations are actually gearing up for a war? What possible reason could they have for wanting a war?” 
 
    “There are several reasons,” Ken said. “The official reasons have to do with the laws and regulations, including those coming from other countries, but it’s more than that. What you’re dealing with, Mr. Wolf, is a group of men and women who, because of their wealth and the speed with which they’ve achieved it, consider themselves to be not only above the law, but above everybody else. They firmly believe they are more intelligent than anyone else in the world, and that this should entitle them to literally rule over everyone. If they achieve that goal, how long do you think it will be before they make sure you can’t buy anything without dealing with them? They’re corporations; their motives are based on profit and nothing else.” 
 
    “So we’re dealing with another group that wants to take over the world?” Noah asked. “I don’t like what I’m about to say, Mr. Long, but it almost sounds like these people have a chance of pulling it off. Is that what you are here to tell me?” 
 
    “I think what I’m here to tell you,” Ken said, “is that you’ve been handed the worst possible situation that could come your way. Unfortunately, it’s going to be up to men like you and me to put a stop to this. For that reason, I’m being attached to your organization for as long as you need me.” 
 
    “Do you know which people are involved? I need names, Ken, not speculation.” 
 
    “I have my suspects, but the evidence is mostly circumstantial,” Ken said. “I know that you’ve just put together an investigation team, and we’re going to be forced to rely on what they learn. Once the intel starts coming in, you and I will have to decide how to act on it.” 
 
    “I will be the one to make those decisions, but not until I have enough facts,” Noah replied. “Until then, if you are going to be attached to us, I will expect you to follow orders.” 
 
    Ken nodded once. “That’s what I do,” he said. “The reason I chose to approach you outside your office is because you are the only one who can decide which of your people can be trusted with knowing what’s going on. I didn’t want to take a chance on someone overhearing this conversation without your approval.” 
 
    “I can respect that,” Noah said. “Where are you staying?” 
 
    “I got a room at the motel out on the road toward the interstate.” He took a small card out of his pocket and slid it across the table. “That’s my cell number. Call me when you need me.” 
 
    “You can be sure I will,” Noah replied. “Until I do, it’s probably best if you lie low for a bit.” 
 
    Ken grinned at him. “You won’t get any complaints out of me,” he said. “There’s a nice pool back at the motel, and I plan to spend some time soaking in it. I noticed a few bikinis out there, and some of them seem to like an older man who’s in good shape.” He got up out of his chair, tossed an unofficial salute in Noah’s direction, and turned to walk out the door. 
 
    Noah watched him go, then took his phone out of his pocket. He hit a speed dial icon and put it to his ear. 
 
    “My place for dinner,” he said. “All of you.” 
 
    He ended that call and immediately placed another. 
 
    “Wally? Noah. I just had an interesting conversation about some technology, and some of it struck me as things you’d like to hear about.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah arrived home thirty minutes later and stepped through his front door to find Sarah asleep on the couch. He closed the door quietly, but she heard it and opened her eyes. A smile grew across her face as she sat up, and then scooted over so Noah could join her. 
 
    “Everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “As okay as it can be at the moment,” Noah said. He gave her a quick synopsis of the information Ken had shared with him, and her face grew dark. 
 
    “You’re going to be going out on this one, aren’t you?” she asked a moment later. 
 
    “I haven’t decided,” Noah said. “I took the liberty of calling Allison while I was driving home, and it seems that Mr. Long is a very capable individual. He spent quite a few years posing as a rogue assassin in order to be free to investigate the intelligence community in his own way. That resulted in stopping a plot similar to this one, so I may let him handle any extreme aspects.” 
 
    Sarah rolled her eyes. “I know that’s what you’re thinking right now,” she said, “but I know you, Noah. When things get serious on this, you’re going to feel the need to go handle it yourself.” She pushed herself up off the couch and went toward the bedroom. “Come on,” she said. “You said we were having company for dinner, and I need your attention at the moment.” 
 
    Noah rose and followed her. When he got to the bedroom, she was already stripping out of her clothes. 
 
    An hour later, the two of them showered together and then got dressed again. Noah had informed her that they were indeed having company, because Jenny and her team would be arriving sometime around six. For Jenny, that simply meant walking across the yard from the trailer she shared with Neil, but the rest of them would be driving in from their own homes in town. 
 
    “I figured we’d just do lasagna,” Sarah said. “Unless you feel like firing up the grill. We do have plenty of ribs in the freezer.” She looked at him hopefully, so he nodded. 
 
    “Ribs sound good,” he said. “I’ll start cleaning the grill, and you can see about what to have on the side.” 
 
    “With barbecue ribs? That’s easy, you’re going to throw some potatoes on the grill in foil, and I’ll get started on the coleslaw.” 
 
    Noah walked out the front door to the large patio and raised the lid on the grill. It had been some time since it had been used, so he carried the grates out to his workshop and began cleaning them in the deep sink. An hour’s work with soap, water and a wire brush had them gleaming, so they were back in place and the grill was already heating up by the time Neil and Jenny came walking across. 
 
    “Hey, boss man,” Neil said. “Grilling tonight?” 
 
    “Ribs,” Noah said. He glanced at his wristwatch, then looked back up at Neil and Jenny. “You’re early. Everyone else on the way?” 
 
    “They will be any time now,” Jenny said, dropping into one of the folding chairs. “I just had a hunch that you might have something you want to talk about before they get here.” 
 
    Noah nodded. “Actually, I do,” he said, and then he began explaining to the two of them the basics of what Ken Long had told him. Sarah came out while he was telling them, carrying a tray with glasses and a large pitcher of tea. 
 
    Neil let out a low whistle. “This is a lot worse than we thought,” he said. “Noah, are you sure you want to leave Mark on lead in this? Jenny might be better.” 
 
    “No, I’m leaving things as they are. Jenny will probably get the chance to practice her interrogation techniques, though.” 
 
    The little blonde tossed her feet up onto one of the small tables and smiled. “I’m up for that,” she said. “Trust me, they’ll talk.” 
 
    “I’m certain they will,” Noah said, “but first, let’s make sure we know the right questions to ask. Mark will handle things in that regard, but I may lean on you to pull out as much information as possible.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, I’ll be hacking into all of the corporate systems I can,” Neil said. “If there’s anything to find, I’ll find it. Do I report directly back to you, or…” 
 
    Noah shook his head. “Whatever you find, you get to Mark. He’s got the experience to pull a lot of seemingly unconnected facts together, and that’s what we need. We need to figure out how the corporations are working toward this goal, which ones are actually part of it, and which people in those companies are pulling the strings.” 
 
    Neil held up his glass in salute. “Done,” he said. “Too bad he doesn’t have subcoms. Don’t you think all of the teams should get them now?” 
 
    “I hadn’t actually thought about it, but now that you bring it up, I don’t think so. Having those subcoms gives your team something of an advantage, and it also means I can communicate with you discreetly. Keep your hotspots on and stay logged in; I can reach all of you faster that way than I can with a telephone.” 
 
    “Except for Cody,” Jenny said. “Is it too late to get him set up with one?” 
 
    Noah looked at her. “Call Wally and find out,” he said. “If they can get it done tonight, go ahead and send him out there. I had planned on it, just hadn’t gotten around to it yet with everything else going on.” 
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    Jenny took out her phone and dialed a number, and spoke softly for a minute. When she ended the call, she was grinning, and immediately dialed another number. 
 
    “Cody? It’s Jenny. Slight change in plans. I need you to head out to R&D and find Wally, he’s going to wait for you. You know about our subcoms, right? The way the rest of us talk to each other silently? Well, you’re getting one of your own. It’ll be on our frequencies, so once it’s implanted, we can download your subcom ID. That way, we can all talk to each other. It’ll only take about fifteen minutes, so you’ll be done in plenty of time to get here for dinner.” She listened for a moment, then giggled. “You’re such a big baby,” she said. “It barely hurts at all, you’ll see.” 
 
    She ended the call and looked up at Neil. “He’s afraid it’s going to hurt.” 
 
    “Well, it does,” Neil said. “Granted, it only hurts a little, but mine was sore for a day and a half.” 
 
    “He’ll get over it,” she said. 
 
    “I miss using mine,” Sarah said. She had just come out of the house again, carrying the ribs and potatoes. “I don’t turn it on very often, because I don’t want to take a chance on interfering with anything you guys have going on.” She looked at Noah. “But if you head out to help on this, you can bet it’s going to be on all the time.” 
 
    “You can turn it on,” Noah said. “And just leave it on. I’ve tried to reach you on it a couple of times out of habit, and it wouldn’t hurt to have you listening in on the team whenever I have mine turned off. If something happens that I need to know about, you can call me quickly.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes lit up. “Okay,” she said. “At least I’d feel like part of the team again. I miss going out with you guys, but I can safely say that not getting shot at or kidnapped has its advantages.” She glanced down at her belly. “Especially, you know, considering the circumstances.” 
 
    “Especially with the baby coming,” Jenny said, nodding her agreement. “Noah, what are you going to do if Neil and I decide to have a baby?” 
 
    “Retire you,” Noah said. “Allison set that policy, and I intend to keep it. Pregnant women don’t go into the field, and neither do mothers.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Jenny said. “Maybe we’ll wait a while. I don’t know how long I could cope without getting to kill someone.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you wouldn’t ever get to kill,” Noah clarified, looking her in the eye. “I would transfer you to the potter’s field. Seems like we have to eliminate somebody every few weeks, so you could use that to feed your addiction.” 
 
    Neil let out a groan. “Honey,” he said, “how was your day? ‛Oh, it was fine, dear,’ Jenny would say. ‛I just had to go out behind R&D and slit a couple of throats today, then I picked up Junior from daycare on the way home.’” He shook his head. “There we would be, your typical American family.” 
 
    Jenny and Sarah both chuckled, while Noah simply looked at him. “You’d rather she just try to stifle it?” 
 
    Neil shivered theatrically. “Oh, no,” he said. “No, that’s okay, I wouldn’t want her to start jonesing and decide to go looking for targets of her own.” 
 
    Noah shrugged. “Okay, so problem solved. There’s always a way to handle things if you think about it properly.” 
 
    A car turned in at the driveway and they looked up to see Marco and Renée pull up behind the Corvette. The two of them got out of the car and started toward the patio, and Sarah poured a couple glasses of tea. 
 
    Noah stood at the grill watching the ribs while he recounted Ken’s visit once more, this time filling in all the grisly details. The whole conversation took almost an hour, and Marco’s face grew clouded. 
 
    “I’ve read about situations like this,” he said, “but it was always in science fiction stories. I never really believed it could happen in real life.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Renée said. “There used to be a TV show about how the corporations were running the world in the future, and I always thought it was just impossible. Maybe it’s not.” 
 
    “According to Ken,” Noah said, “this is a conglomeration of multinational corporations who have banded together. If they have even half the technology he claims, they can probably go a long way toward getting the control they want, possibly even all of it. I don’t study politics the way a lot of other agency heads probably do, but I can see just how devastating that would be for the people. It’s bad enough when we have a government that is motivated by power; what would it be like under rulers who are driven only by profit?” 
 
    “Boss man,” Neil said, “you definitely know how to throw a damper on what could have been a nice evening. Let’s talk about this guy Ken. Do you honestly believe he knows what he’s talking about?” 
 
    “Allison thinks so. That’s why she sent him out here. He’s going to be my float man on this mission, so he may pop up on any of you at any time. Don’t argue with him if he does, he’ll be acting on my orders.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of him,” Marco said. “Back a few years, before I joined Camelot. I was a float man myself back then, filling in when they needed somebody extra on a team. Team Pegasus—the original, I mean, not the new one with Ralph—was sent to somewhere in the Middle East to back up an operation to take down some secret laboratory. I remember hearing about Ken Long, and there was some Russian woman, I think, they were pretty much in charge of the operation. It’s been a while, so I don’t remember a lot of details, but I know it had something to do with stopping some disasters around the world.” 
 
    “That,” Noah said, “would probably have been when he and Sam Prichard were dealing with a plot to take over the world. There was a man named Chandler who was trying to set himself up as the Antichrist, according to Ken.” 
 
    “Sam Prichard,” Neil said. “He keeps popping up, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “I’ve found that fate seems to have a way of finding the people it needs to accomplish what has to happen at a given point in time. Prichard is one of those people; he was a private eye, but when the time came to deal with a major international threat, he was the man for the job. Fate tossed him and Long together, and they ended up saving the world from one more would-be dictator.” Noah turned and looked at the rest of them. “Prichard claims he’s retired, now, just working as a consultant for law enforcement, but he’s the main reason we came to know about this corporate threat. When Allison’s people combined what he learned with what Ken had uncovered, the full scope of the danger became clear.” 
 
    “Okay,” Renée said. “And now all of these big corporations want to take over the world. I’m just curious, but would it really have made any sense to assassinate the president if they were planning to start a war anyway?” 
 
    “We don’t know all the motivations just yet. That’s one of the reasons for this mission, remember?” Noah glanced back at the grill. “Ribs are ready. Let’s table the mission talk and sit down to eat.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hussein was led into the interrogation room once again and took his usual chair. He had been expecting torture, but instead he had been spending time with a thin, middle-aged woman named Jacqueline. Rather than shouting at him or demanding answers, she simply asked him repeated questions that often made no sense whatsoever. Each interview lasted about an hour, and then he was taken back to his cell for a rest break. He had begun to think of it as a sort of game, and was even looking forward to this latest round. 
 
    His guards secured his belly chain to the chair, and his wrists were enclosed in handcuffs that were secured to the same chain. He couldn’t so much as reach up to scratch his nose, but that was okay with him. While he was fairly certain he would not be leaving this place alive, he was at least being given the opportunity to pit his own wits against those of this stupid woman who didn’t even seem to know why he was there. 
 
    She walked in a moment later and sat down across the table from him. He kept his eyes locked on hers, hoping to intimidate her into giving something away, but she had an arrogant confidence of her own. If there was one thing he could not stand, it was an arrogant female. 
 
    “Hello again, Mr. Hussein,” she said. “Let’s begin again, shall we?” 
 
    “Why? You don’t have any idea what you are trying to ask me.” 
 
    Jacqueline smiled at him. “Indulge me,” she said. “Tell me who hired you and your friends to assassinate the president?” 
 
    “I have already told you, I do not know. I was told only to create a situation to interfere with the police. I know nothing about any attempt to assassinate your president.” 
 
    Her smile became a little wider. “You see? I do know what to ask. Because you just told me that you are only a soldier, and don’t have anything to offer. Now I can stop wasting my time with you.” 
 
    She closed the folder she had laid on the table and got up. “Don’t worry, you won’t have to wait long. I understand they are getting your grave ready now, so they shouldn’t be more than an hour or so and this will all be over.” She turned and started to walk away toward the door. 
 
    Hussein tried to remain nonchalant, but a bead of sweat appeared on his forehead. “Wait,” he said. “I know other things.” 
 
    “None that interest me,” Jacqueline said as she got to the door. “All I was supposed to find out was who hired you people. If you can’t help me with that, then I don’t need you anymore.” 
 
    She reached out and put her hand on the doorknob and started to turn it. 
 
    “I don’t know the name,” Hussein said. “That is true, I do not know the name of the person who hired us. But I do know how you can find him.” 
 
    Jacqueline let go of the doorknob and turned around. She focused on his face through her glasses for a moment, then said, “I’m sorry? What did you say?” 
 
    Hussein glared at her. “I said,” he said hatefully, “that I do not know who hired us, but I know how you can find out.” 
 
    On the lenses of her glasses, Jacqueline watched as the microcomputer built into their frame measured more than forty different points on his face. After a couple of seconds, the words “No Deception Detected” appeared. 
 
    “That’s the first thing you’ve told me that’s actually been truthful,” she said as she returned to her chair. “Okay, I’m listening. Start talking.” 
 
    Hussein let out a breath and growled softly. “The offer came from a man who works in a large building in Dubai. He is the man who writes the fancy words that make people buy things from them. It is the big company that sells everything, it is called Astramere.” 
 
    Once again, the glasses indicated no deception. “Astramere is one of the biggest e-commerce companies in the world,” Jacqueline said. “You’re telling me that you were hired by their advertising man?” 
 
    Hussein nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I do not know the name, but he is the man who writes the words.” 
 
    Jacqueline watched the glasses measure the points of his face once more, and then nodded. “All right,” she said. “You have bought yourself at least another day. We’ll talk again tomorrow, Mr. Hussein.” 
 
    She turned and walked out the door, and Hussein breathed a sigh of relief. A moment later, he was silently cursing himself for giving the woman the information she wanted. 
 
    Jacqueline went back to her office at R&D, which was just a short distance away, and picked up the phone on her desk. She left a message for Wally, then dialed another number that went straight to Noah’s cell phone. 
 
    “Noah Wolf,” Noah said as he answered. He was sitting with the rest of them on the lounge furniture of the patio, a cold bottle of beer in his hand. 
 
    “Mr. Wolf, this is Jacqueline Darrow at R&D. I’ve just come from a session with Mr. Hussein, and he’s given me a bit of information that I thought I should get to you immediately. From what he told me, the person who actually hired the terrorist cell to assassinate the president was one of the people in the advertising section of Astramere Corporation’s headquarters in Dubai. He did not have a name, but I plan to put him with a forensic artist in the morning.” 
 
    “Very good, Jacqueline,” Noah said. “Please get the sketch to me as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jacqueline said. “I’ll make sure you get it as soon as I do.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah ended the call and looked at the rest of them. “We got a lead out of Hussein,” he said. “Wally’s interrogator found out that the cell was hired by someone in advertising at Astramere.” 
 
    Neil whistled. “Astramere? They’re like the number two biggest online store in the world. I read a report recently that said they make almost half a billion dollars every single day, just in the commissions and profits on the stuff they sell.” 
 
    “Then they definitely qualify as a multinational corporation,” Noah said. “The orders came from their offices in Dubai.” 
 
    Jenny leaned toward him. “Are you going to redirect us there? Instead of London?” 
 
    Noah shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’m going to send Ken out there first. Let’s see what he can find out before Mark arrives.” 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHT 
 
    Ken’s phone rang, and he reached into his pocket for it. The girl on the other side of the bed started to say something, but he shushed her. 
 
    “This is Ken Long,” he said as he answered. 
 
    “Noah Wolf,” he heard. “Thought you might be up for breakfast.” 
 
    “I can be,” Ken said. “Same place as yesterday?” 
 
    “That’ll work,” Noah said. “See you there in thirty minutes?” 
 
    Ken glanced at the girl again. “Make it forty-five?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Charlie’s was often busy at breakfast time, but even the early-morning hostess knew who Noah was. Seeing him come through the front door caused her to instantly look around for the most private spot she could find, and she quickly pointed toward the far front corner. Noah glanced at the area, then nodded to her as he walked over and sat down at the table. There was no one within fifteen feet, so he and Ken could have reasonable privacy. 
 
    Ken arrived only a couple of minutes later and spotted Noah right away. He waved aside the hostess as he walked over and took a seat on the opposite side of the table, then waited without a word until the waitress had poured coffee for both of them and taken their orders. Ken went for steak and eggs, but Noah ordered one of Charlie’s specials: eggs scrambled with mushrooms, jalapeno peppers and Swiss cheese. It was known as Dragon’s Breath. 
 
    “I would’ve figured you for a straight bacon and eggs man,” Ken said. “You’re actually going to eat some kind of local-fare omelette?” 
 
    “Energy,” Noah said. “Today looks like it’s going to be a long day, so I’ll take all I can get.” 
 
    Ken chuckled. “Fair enough. Okay, I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting to hear from you this soon. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with Astramere?” Noah asked. “Online e-commerce company?” 
 
    Ken nodded. “Sure,” he said. “Number-one competitor to Amazon and one of the top ten multinationals. I haven’t run across them in this mess yet; I take it that’s changed?” 
 
    “We have one of the terrorists involved in the assassination attempt on POTUS, and our interrogator got him to give up some information. It seems the offer to hire that cell for the assassination came from someone in advertising at Astramere’s Dubai office.” 
 
    “In the UAE? Okay, that’s the first I’ve heard of them being involved, but I shouldn’t be surprised. They stand to lose as much business over the president’s trade policies as anybody else.” 
 
    “I agree. How soon can you be ready to leave for Dubai? I want you to go see what you can find out about the individual who set up the job.” 
 
    Ken shrugged. “Give me a plane ticket,” he said. “I don’t even unpack anymore, I never get to stay in one place long enough.” 
 
    “I have a Gulfstream G650 I can put at your disposal,” Noah said. “Is there any equipment or weapons you need to take with you?” 
 
    “Not really,” Ken said. “I know enough people around the world to be able to get what I want, but I wouldn’t mind a pair of those lie detector glasses you guys have. The boss lady told me about them, but apparently CIA doesn’t have enough need for such things to get any of your best toys. She’s trying to get that changed, but if you could slip me a pair…” 
 
    “Go see Wally at R&D,” Noah said. “I’ll call ahead to make sure you get a pair. You can also ask him about anything else that might help with this mission. If he comes up with something you want, you will be authorized to take it. After that, you might as well go get some rest and head for the airfield around three this afternoon. The plane will be waiting when you arrive, so you can leave as soon as you get there.” 
 
    “My own luxury jet?” Ken grinned. “I think I’m going to like hanging out here now and then,” he said. 
 
    “One more thing,” Noah said. “You may need some kind of backup. We actually have a liaison man in Dubai, he works at the embassy.” He reached into his shirt pocket and took a card out, then handed it to Ken. “Give him a call if you need anything. He’ll know your name.” 
 
    Ken took the card and glanced at it. “Bobby Henderson? Lord, is he still there? I’ve known Bobby for years, never had a clue he was connected to you guys.” 
 
    Breakfast arrived and the two men dug in. They talked about less important things while they ate, and then Noah picked up the check while Ken headed out to R&D. Noah’s natural affinity for watching human interactions made him realize that Ken was acting a little like a kid who was expecting a big Christmas as he hurried out of the restaurant toward his car. 
 
    Noah got into his own Corvette and headed toward his office. When he came out of the elevator, Danielle looked up with a grin and pointed toward the conference room. 
 
    “Pegasus is waiting,” she said, and Noah headed directly toward the conference room. 
 
    Ralph Morgan was sitting at the table, along with his team. Ralph had only recently turned twenty-one, but he was already an accomplished assassin. Noah had discovered him while on a mission within the United States, taking out a redneck version of the Mafia that had expanded its influence throughout the Midwest. Ralph was the son of the kingpin, and Noah had learned quite accidentally that he had a penchant for murder. Rather than kill the kid when the mission was completed, Noah had offered him the chance to join the organization. Ralph had been smart enough to understand the alternative and had accepted. 
 
    Allison hadn’t been thrilled at first, but she agreed to put the kid through training and see if he made it. To her surprise, Noah’s instincts had been right on target. Ralph turned out to have precisely the kind of mental makeup that an assassin would need. He could kill without remorse, but he also had the self-discipline to make every effort to avoid collateral damage. After getting the approval of Doctor Parker, the organization’s psychiatrist, and then making it through the initial three-month training phase—more than half of each group of recruits failed and ended up in the potter’s field—Allison had assigned him a team and designated him to take over the code name Pegasus, which had been vacant since the attack by Andropov a couple of years earlier. 
 
    Team Pegasus had gone out a few times with other teams to serve as backup and get some field experience, but they had graduated to an active team of their own. They had just returned from some specialized training in the use of improvised weapons only the day before. 
 
    Sitting beside Ralph was Tommy Kelly, his intelligence specialist. Like Neil Blessing, Tommy was a hacker who had demonstrated remarkable skills while getting himself into a lot of trouble. He had hacked into the White House communications system and managed to insert some altered recordings of the president’s voice into several phone calls. It became obvious that they were the victim of a pranking hacker when the assistant secretary for Veterans Affairs got a call asking her if she’d like to take a very private cruise on the presidential yacht. The Secret Service worked with the FBI and managed to track Tommy down, although it did take them almost four months to do so. He was arrested and sentenced to thirty years in federal prison at the tender age of seventeen, and Allison had wasted no time in offering him the opportunity to have a life. 
 
    Next was Diana Fox, a striking young beauty of only twenty-two. She had gotten into trouble when she was a teenager, when another student at her high school had been arrested for plotting a shooting at the school. He had been infatuated with her, and all of his social media ramblings indicated that she was part of the plan, but she had denied it. Unfortunately, she had once engaged him on instant messenger when he was ranting about how the privileged students were causing so much havoc for everyone else, and she thought he was only joking when he talked about killing them all. She had gone along with it during the chat, thinking it was only some sort of cathartic role-play, but that series of messages was enough to convict her of being a co-conspirator. Because of the severity of the threat, the sixteen-year-old girl was tried as an adult and sentenced to twenty-five years to life in prison. 
 
    Fortunately for Diana, her attorney had a brother who worked with the CIA. The attorney asked him to look at her case to see if there might be anything that could be done to help her, and the CIA analyst had passed the file on to Allison. Both the attorney and his brother were convinced the girl was innocent, but the evidence was too compelling when delivered to a jury by a theatrics-loving prosecutor, and she had already done two years by the time Allison learned about her. 
 
    During that time, she had become hardened and tough, and had learned that survival in prison meant making it clear she was willing to kill if she had to. That came to a head one day when she was cornered by gang members who wanted to force her into servitude, and she had gotten herself a second twenty-year prison sentence for killing one of them. Allison’s offer had seemed like a lifeline, and she had not even hesitated. Like most E & E recruits, her family thought she had died in prison. 
 
    In Team Pegasus, Diana was the utility agent. She used her beauty and charm to every possible advantage, but she was also capable of taking a life when necessary. That made her extremely valuable to Ralph, but the two of them were also romantically involved. Allison had worried it would cause problems, but Noah saw it as a possible strength. He was sure that Ralph would do whatever he had to do to protect Diana, but the young man had also proven that he had absolute confidence in her own abilities. Unless the romance became a problem, Noah had no intention of interfering with it. 
 
    The transportation officer was Benny Wiggins. Benny was a twenty-five-year-old street racer who had accidentally caused a wreck that killed an innocent bystander. He was only charged with vehicular manslaughter, but the judge had given him an extremely harsh sentence, a minimum of twenty-five years before the possibility of parole. His skills behind the steering wheel made him valuable, and Allison had recruited him. 
 
    That left only Jean-Charles Monet, who was known as JC. JC was a graduate of the French Special Forces Academy who had refused a direct order to kill an innocent civilian. He had been convicted of Insubordination in the Face of the Enemy, which carried a mandatory life sentence. During one mission, he had learned of the existence of E & E and had convinced a friend in French military intelligence to send a message to the CIA. He had offered his services in any capacity in return for removal from the French military prison, where he was subjected to harsh conditions. The message had been passed along to Allison, and she had made arrangements to have it appear that he had escaped. Plastic surgery and a new name, along with certain alterations of fingerprints and other records, meant he wouldn’t have to worry about ever being dragged back to finish his sentence, and he became the thug for Team Pegasus when he completed his training. 
 
    Noah took his seat at the head of the table as Molly entered the room. He quickly went over the situation and explained that Pegasus would be serving as backup for Aladdin, but also that Team Pegasus would be tasked with any eliminations that might come up on their schedule. As he had expected, Ralph took the news calmly and immediately began planning how he would keep his team ready to assist Mark. The boy had become a valuable man in the organization, and Noah wondered for a moment if that strange sensation down in his gut was anything like pride in his protégé. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ken pulled up at the R&D building and was immediately stopped by the security guard at the front desk. His CIA identification card wasn’t sufficient to get him inside, but Wally had left his name at the desk so the guard called him up to the lobby. 
 
    Wally came rushing through the door the way he always did, and skidded to a stop in front of Ken. 
 
    “Mr. Long? I’m Wally Lawson, Noah told me you were coming. You probably don’t remember me, but I was with CIA back when you were out in the cold. I was one of the few people who knew that you had gone deep at the time, rather than rogue.” 
 
    Ken’s eyebrows rose. “Somebody besides the Director actually knew that? Hell, I thought I was all on my own out there.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no,” Wally said. “Do you happen to remember, oh, it was about six years ago, you were sent a package with a thick cloth envelope that would sneak a gun past metal detectors? That was mine, I came up with that.” 
 
    Ken chuckled. “I do remember,” he said. “That thing saved my ass. I had to go into a meeting with the IRA and that was the only way I managed to get a weapon inside with me. If I had been unarmed, I would be dead, so I thank you. Hell, I still have it.” 
 
    Wally blushed with his excitement. “No problem, no problem,” he said. “Glad I could help. Now, Noah says you need some of our special glasses, so I have a pair ready for you, but there are a couple of other things I want you to see while you’re here. Ready?” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Ken said, waving a hand. “I’m all yours, Wally.” 
 
    Wally giggled. “Oh, you are gonna love this tour,” he said. “Follow me.” 
 
    He led Ken down the hallway and bypassed most of the usual doors until he got to an intersection, where he turned right and went to the second door on the left. He stopped just outside it and turned back to Ken. 
 
    “This is something brand-new,” he said. “I haven’t even gotten to show this to Noah yet, so you can feel privileged.” 
 
    He opened the door and Ken followed him inside. There were a half-dozen people working at different tables around the room, some of them looking at computer monitors while others seemed to be working on something tiny under a magnifying glass. 
 
    “Noah called me yesterday and told me about your conversation with him,” Wally said. “Some of the gizmos you told him about caught his attention, so I put some of my people on doing similar things. You told him about some bug-bots that could transmit audio and video, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ken said. “I mean, that’s nothing new, but the people we are dealing with seem to have lots of them and they have a pretty long range.” 
 
    Wally giggled again. “Come on and look at this,” he said. He walked up to a table where a rather obese young man with long, purplish hair was peering through a magnifying glass mounted on a stand. “Stevie, how’s it going?” 
 
    “It sucks, man,” Stevie said. “My fingers are too fat for this kind of work, but I’m getting it done.” He held up a pair of tweezers. “I made myself some cheaters, so I can put all the tiny little components into place.” 
 
    “Yep, yep,” Wally said. “This is Mr. Long. You want to tell him what you’re doing?” 
 
    Stevie glanced at Ken, then pointed at whatever was under the magnifying glass. “Wally came up with this idea last night, and we’ve been working on it nonstop. We’ve got seven of these ready to go so far, and can probably have a few more in a couple hours. They are only eight millimeters long, but they can fly at nearly six miles an hour, and the microphone and video cameras are extremely sensitive. Transmission range is about three miles, but they can tap into any Wi-Fi network they find within that range and brute-force their way past the password so they can send audio and video anywhere in the world.” 
 
    Ken glanced at Wally, then leaned down and looked through the magnifying glass. What he saw looked almost exactly like a horsefly. 
 
    “That thing?” he asked. “That little thing can do all that?” 
 
    Stevie grinned up at him. “We’re really good at what we do,” he said. “I mean, really good.” 
 
    Ken turned to Wally. “What about controlling it?” 
 
    Wally giggled again. “Stevie?” 
 
    Stevie picked up a cell phone that was lying on the table and powered it up. “We built an app that controls the bug,” he said. “There are three ways to tell it where to go. First, you can input GPS coordinates and it will go straight to them. Second, you can put in an address and it will find the GPS coordinates to match. The third way is the one that’s most fun, though. All you have to do is use this like a game controller and guide it to wherever you want it to go.” He held out the phone so Ken could see the buttons that appeared on the screen. It really did look for all the world like a game controller on the bottom half, while the top half of the screen showed one of the other tables in the room. 
 
    “Watch,” Stevie said. He rolled his chair back a bit and then punched a button on the phone. The wings on the horsefly started moving rapidly and it lifted into the air. After a second, it began moving forward and then flew a couple of rings around Ken’s head before coming to hover right in front of him. Stevie held up the phone again and Ken saw his own face staring out at him. 
 
    “It takes a little practice,” Stevie said, “but you could send this baby just about anywhere to find out what you want to know.” 
 
    Ken took the phone and used the controller to send the bug flying around the room. He stopped over every table and looked at what the person there was doing, then brought it skillfully back and had it land right where it had begun. 
 
    “Video games,” Ken said. “There’s not much better for developing hand-and-eye coordination.” 
 
    Stevie let out a chuckle. “That was pretty good, man,” he said. “I don’t think you’d have any trouble with it.” 
 
    Ken turned to Wally again. “Can I get a couple of these?” he asked. “And how do I recharge them?” 
 
    “You don’t need to,” Wally said. “We have pioneered new developments in diamond batteries, and these little guys have them inside. They put out enough power to operate everything, so you don’t need to worry about them running down.” 
 
    Ken glanced at the bug again, then turned back to Wally. “Never? Surely you have to charge them once in a while.” 
 
    “The diamond battery will last about six years,” Wally said. “If it’s still functioning at that point, you can just bring it back and we’ll put in a new one.” 
 
    Wally had Stevie get two of the bugs, which came in boxes that looked like they would hold engagement rings, and gave them to Ken. 
 
    “Let me see your phone,” Stevie said. “I can Bluetooth the app over to it.” 
 
    When they were finished, Wally led him back toward the front of the building. Along the way, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of glasses that he handed to Ken. 
 
    “Put those on and ask me something,” Wally said. “Ask me anything.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ken said. He put on the glasses, then looked at Wally and asked, “Are you ever going to release any of this to the other agencies?” 
 
    “We usually do,” Wally said. “Of course, we tend to keep it to ourselves for a while, first.” 
 
    On the inside of the eyeglasses, Ken saw the graphing program appear, followed by the words “No Deception Detected.” 
 
    “Now, ask me something else,” Wally said. 
 
    Ken looked at him for a couple of seconds, then asked, “Are you a girl?” 
 
    “Why, yes,” Wally said, “yes I am. I am definitely a girl.” 
 
    This time, the words that appeared were in bright red letters. “Deception Detected.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s pretty awesome,” Ken said. “And this will work on anybody?” 
 
    “It has so far,” Wally said. “Ninety-nine-point-seven percent accuracy, and the point oh-three is probably just picking up when people aren’t really certain about what they’re saying.” 
 
    Ken shook his head in amazement. “Really cool,” he said. “Anything else you want to show me?” 
 
    “Not at the moment,” Wally said. “I just had a feeling those might be helpful with your current assignment.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” Ken said. “I can think of a number of ways to put these little babies to work.” 
 
    Wally nodded enthusiastically, still grinning. “I bet you can,” he said. “Just remember that if the flying bug finds a Wi-Fi signal, everything it sees is also transmitted back here. It helps us work out how the signal is transmitted and analyzed.” 
 
    Ken winked at him. “So, I probably shouldn’t be sending it into the cheerleaders’ dressing room, right?” 
 
    Wally looked at him, and then giggled again. “I think that depends on who’s watching the video feed when it comes in.” 
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind,” Ken said, grinning. “Seriously, though, should I be careful what I let it see?” 
 
    “Not really,” Wally said. “To be perfectly honest, just using it violates the laws of almost every country, so it is unlikely we’re going to share it with law enforcement. Just remember that it’s always possible Noah will want to see the footage that comes in, so I would be careful about letting it see anything you wouldn’t want him to know about.” 
 
    Ken chuckled. “I can’t imagine there’s much I could do that would shock him. Okay, I take your meaning, but I don’t think anything that might piss him off is something I’m likely to want to do, anyway.” 
 
    Wally stuck out a hand. “Then we’re good,” he said. “I hope these little gadgets are helpful.” 
 
    Ken glanced at the display on the inside of the lenses and grinned when he saw the words “No Deception Detected.” 
 
   


  
 

 NINE 
 
    Team Aladdin’s flight was long and uneventful, and they were glad to arrive in London. Because they had flown commercial, they had to go through customs like everybody else, and then Mark was unsurprised to see Marco waiting for him as they came toward the exits. 
 
    “Good to see you, mate,” he said. “Wasn’t expecting it, though.” 
 
    “I know,” the big man said. “Jenny just thought I should be here when you arrived, get some of the BS work out of the way for you. I already got you a car, and there’s a care package in it for you.” 
 
    Mark raised an eyebrow. “Thoughtful,” he said. “Lead on, then.” 
 
    Rocky stepped up beside Marco as the rest of them followed him out the front doors and into the open parking area. 
 
    “Get us some toys, did you?” he asked. 
 
    “We did,” Marco said. “We happen to be pretty well known to the local liaison, so we thought it might expedite things if we took care of a few little details. Jenny got your weapons preferences from the armory, so she set you guys up with the closest thing she could get to your usual choices.” 
 
    “Sweet. Don’t know that we’re going to need them, since the boss man is talking about letting you guys handle any special jobs, but I feel naked without a sniper rifle nearby.” 
 
    Marco glanced at him and grinned. “I know the feeling,” he said. “But seriously, you prefer a BAR over a conventional rifle?” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Rocky said. “I can usually make the first shot count, but if something goes wrong and I miss, I can flip it to auto and just blast the target away. That’s what I call an effective weapon.” 
 
    Marco shrugged. “Whatever floats your boat.” 
 
    They came to a Range Rover, and Marco hit the button on the remote to unlock it, then passed the keys to Jerry. “This one is just a regular rental,” he said. “I couldn’t get you one with a thousand horsepower, so you have to be a little gentle with it. I’m not sure it can handle the way you like to drive.” 
 
    Jerry Sheppard stuck his tongue out at him. “I can drive fine,” he said, “even in a soccer mom car like this.” 
 
    He slid behind the wheel and started the car while the rest of them loaded the luggage in the back. It was only a few minutes later when they waved goodbye to Marco and drove out of the parking lot and onto the street. 
 
    “Where are we headed, Mark?” Jerry asked. “Any change in plans?” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “No, mate, we’re still staying at the Kensington Marriott. I guess this reporter bloke developed some expensive tastes.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Kate said. “I can live in luxury, doesn’t bother me at all.” 
 
    “Hey, yeah,” Rosie echoed. “I hope they have a spa. I could use a spa treatment.” 
 
    Mark, who was sitting in the front passenger seat, looked over his shoulder at her. “I’ll give you one.” 
 
    Rosie grinned, but she turned slightly pink. “In your dreams,” she said. 
 
    “Too right, every bloody night.” 
 
    Rocky chuckled, and Kate rolled her eyes. Rosie turned a bit pinker. 
 
    “Sheesh,” Jerry said, “would you guys just get a room already?” 
 
    “We did, it’s waiting for us,” Mark said. “Drive on.” 
 
    Jerry turned onto the M4 and followed it to the A4, listening to the directions from his GPS. The drive to the Kensington Marriott took about forty minutes, and there were several valets waiting when they pulled up in front. Three of them took their luggage as a fourth accepted the keys to the Range Rover and handed Jerry a ticket. 
 
    They followed the valets inside and stepped up to the desk. It took only a couple of minutes to check in, and then a bellman loaded their luggage onto a cart and pushed it ahead as he led them to their rooms. 
 
    “Gads,” Mark said, “I’m wounded.” This was in response to Rosie being placed in the room directly across the hall from his own. “But, at least it’s a short walk.” 
 
    “My door will be locked, Mark,” Rosie said. “Don’t get any ideas.” 
 
    “Oh, would you two get over it?” Kate said. “Do you honestly think we don’t know you sneak in to see each other at night?” 
 
    Both Rosie and Mark looked surprised. “Well, we thought we were keeping it a bit quiet,” Mark said. 
 
    Rocky laughed and pointed at Rosie. “She don’t know how to be quiet,” he said, and Rosie turned bright red as she hurried through her door and closed it behind her. 
 
    “Well, thanks, mate,” Mark said, making a face. “She might be a while getting over that.” 
 
    Rocky shrugged. “Gotta grow up sometime,” he said. 
 
    The bellman showed Rocky, Kate and Jerry to their own rooms, then came back to Mark. He had figured out quickly who was in charge, and saved him for last. The ploy paid off when Mark handed over a very generous tip. 
 
    When the bellman had gone, Mark opened his door and then turned to sit down at the table in the room. A moment later, all four of the others entered, but Rosie made a point of standing some distance away from Mark. 
 
    “My appointment with Mr. Finley is not until ten a.m. tomorrow,” he said. “Until then, we can relax. As none of you have likely been in London much, I wonder if you would allow me to take you out to dinner this evening.” 
 
    “Sure,” Kate said. “I’m sure you know this city better than any of us could, but I have been here a few times. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Mark grinned. “I believe I’ll save that for a surprise,” he said. “I have a few favorite places, and now that I have a new face and name, it’s not going to be a problem for me to visit them once again. I thought I would show you how to relax when visiting the UK, so perhaps we can go for drinks after?” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” Rocky said. “Wait—is this one of the situations where I have to play bodyguard?” 
 
    Mark burst out in laughter. “You can try,” he said, “but you won’t find anyone around who might want to do me harm. They won’t know me, after all—I’ll be a stranger. A bloody American stranger, at that, so I believe you can safely relax for the evening.” 
 
    Rocky grinned. “Sounds good to me. I could stand a drink after that flight.” 
 
    “Very good, then,” Mark said. “Shall we say about five o’clock?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kenneth Long landed at Dubai at just before eight p.m. local time and took a taxi to a hotel he had stayed in before. It was basically the opposite of the Kensington, the sort of place that would normally be considered a flophouse. The benefit, from his viewpoint, was that it was frequented by the kind of people who didn’t want a lot of questions asked about themselves, and so they wouldn’t ask any about anyone else. 
 
    He had already eaten dinner on the plane, but it was time to make some contacts. While he had come in on a private flight, he wasn’t using any kind of diplomatic credentials, so finding a weapon was his first priority. Luckily, he knew exactly where to go. He knocked on the door in a familiar dingy alleyway a few minutes later. 
 
    “Who is it?” he heard in a local dialect. 
 
    “It is I, Jamaal,” he said. He had used the name of Jamaal the last time he was here, and didn’t want to bother trying to explain himself. “I am in need of tools.” 
 
    The door opened slightly and a swarthy fellow looked out at him. A moment later, the man snorted and opened the door wide, letting him enter. When the door was closed, the two men embraced one another briefly. 
 
    “I had thought you were dead,” he said. “You seemed to vanish suddenly the last time I saw you.” 
 
    “It was necessary,” Ken said. “I had run afoul of the local authorities, but that’s been taken care of now. How have you been, Mohammed?” 
 
    Mohammed shrugged. “Some days are better than others,” he said. “When I see you, however, I think it is going to be a good day. What are you looking for?” 
 
    “I need a gun. The city is not safe for me without a way to defend myself.” 
 
    “My supplies are low,” Mohammed said. “I don’t have any of the fancy pistols you like, but I have some basic ones. Come, come, I will show you.” 
 
    Ken followed him into the next room, where Mohammed pulled gently on a picture frame until it moved aside. Behind it was a hidden cupboard, and Ken saw there were a half-dozen handguns lying on the shelves. Three of them were revolvers, but there was a Colt Model 1911 forty-five caliber automatic —the former official sidearm of the US Army—on the top shelf. 
 
    “Give me the forty-five,” Ken said. “I’m assuming you have ammunition for it?” 
 
    “I have two magazines, and both are full. Five hundred dollars American.” 
 
    “Five hundred dollars? Mohammed, that is too much. I will give you two hundred.” 
 
    Mohammed made a pained expression and sucked on his teeth for a second. “Only two hundred? Jamaal, you have been away too long. Things are much more expensive today. But you are a friend, so I will be generous. I will let you have it for four hundred.” 
 
    Ken grinned. If there was one thing Mohammed loved, it was a good haggle. “But four hundred is still too high,” he said. “I will give you two hundred and fifty, but that is all the money I have.” 
 
    Mohammed touched his forehead. “Oh, my friend, I am so sorry. I cannot let it go for so little. If you had only fifty dollars more, I could let you have it for three hundred, but that would let me only break even.” 
 
    “For three hundred? Wait, I think I have more in another pocket.” Ken reached into his pocket and took out a wad of hundred-dollar bills, peeling off three of them with a flourish. “Here you go, I had forgotten I had extra money.” 
 
    Mohammed laughed. “Of course you did,” he said. “And you do know you are robbing your old friend Mohammed, you do. Ah, but what are friends for? Take it, and may it keep you safe.” 
 
    Ken picked up the pistol and loaded a magazine into it, slipping the other magazine into a pocket. “I thank you, old friend,” he said. “I am sure we will see each other again.” 
 
    “Oh, Jamaal, do not be in such a hurry. Tell me, what brings you back to Dubai?” 
 
    Ken thought for a moment. Mohammed could be a valuable source of information in many cases, but he didn’t move about in the corporate world very much. 
 
    Still, there might be a way of using him. Mohammed thought that “Jamaal” was another jihadist, and Ken had been quite successful in convincing him and others of his loyalty to the Muslim world. His dark complexion and wild eyebrows helped in that regard, so he decided to take a chance. 
 
    “Someone here has been taking advantage of our brothers,” he said. “While they strive to fight against the infidels and the decadence of the West, they have been forced to do the bidding of some of the big corporations. I have learned that some of them were hired by people in the offices of Astramere. They were offered a great deal of money to abandon their true mission and make an attempt to kill the president of the United States.” 
 
    Mohammed looked shocked. “I am destroyed,” he said. “If the Americans learn of this, our country will be annihilated. Tell me they did not succeed, they will not succeed, will they?” 
 
    “They did not succeed,” Ken said. “They were captured, and our leaders want to know who was behind it. Have you heard of anyone at Astramere who was trying to make contact with our people?” 
 
    Mohammed shook his head. “I have heard nothing of the sort,” he said. “However, it may be that some of my friends would know something that may help you. Of course, they will want to be rewarded for any such information…” He held out a hand expectantly. 
 
    Ken grinned again. He peeled off three more hundred-dollar bills and handed them to Mohammed, who quickly made them vanish into a pocket. When his hand came out of the pocket again, it was holding a cell phone. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” Mohammed said. He dialed a number and put the phone to his ear. “Faisal,” he said a moment later, “this is Mohammed. I have a friend who is visiting, and he is concerned about someone at the Astramere place who might be trying to bribe our brothers into doing his bidding. Have you heard anything?” He listened for several seconds, then looked at Ken with a grin. “Very good, my friend,” he said. “My friend here is generous, and there is a reward for you. I will give it to you when I see you.” 
 
    He ended the call. “Faisal says that many of the younger men have been speaking with a man named Sanderson who works there. They go when he calls, and then they have money.” 
 
    “Sanderson,” Ken repeated. “I can look into this. Be sure to tell Faisal how much I appreciate the information, and give him at least half of the reward.” 
 
    Mohammed’s eyes went wide and he looked offended. “Only half? Do you think me so callous? The reward is for him, not for me.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” Ken said, chuckling. “Thank you, old friend. I will see what I can learn about Mr. Sanderson.” 
 
    He turned and left a moment later, and watched carefully to be sure he was not followed. While Mohammed was someone he thought of as a friend, he was also part of the jihadist movement that was behind many terror attacks around the world. If he had any suspicions about Ken, the wad of money he had seen would be enough to make him willing to have one less friend in the world. 
 
    Apparently his cover still held up, though, because no one came out of the shadows after him. He hadn’t actually been worried; more than one attempt had been made on his life over the years. In fact, there had been many. He was still alive because he was always expecting it and watching for the first indication of danger. 
 
    He got back to the hotel and settled in for the night. Some wire that was hidden in a book made it possible to secure his door well enough that it would take force for anyone to get through it, and that force would give him all the time he needed to awaken and kill the intruders. He tucked the pistol under his pillow and kept his hand loose on the grip as he lay down and went to sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 TEN 
 
    The Kensington hotel had an incredible breakfast setup the next morning, and all of the team were delighted when they saw that a steam table held slices of beef, eggs both fried and scrambled, bacon, sausage, fried onions and tomatoes and several other items that looked delicious, though somewhat unfamiliar. When a label on one tray said, “Spotted Dick,” Rocky snickered and Rosie turned red, but each of them took one of the desserts and put it on their plates. 
 
    “We’ll be going to see Mr. Finley in a bit,” Mark said, his Southern American accent coming out perfect. “Kate, you set up the recording equipment, of course, and Rocky, you will act as her assistant. Rosie, you’re my secretary, so just sit there and pretend to take notes. Jerry, I don’t think there’s any reason for you to come into the office with us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Jerry,” Rocky said. “He can find some way to amuse himself while we’re busy.” 
 
    “Sure I can,” Jerry said. “Bound to be some good-looking English babes around the place, right?” 
 
    “Probably,” Rosie said. “Just don’t get yourself in trouble. From what I understand, they take sexual harassment quite seriously over here. Last thing we need is to have to break you out of jail.” 
 
    “Me? I’m a charmer, a good guy.” Jerry shot her a grin. 
 
    “I believe they refer to that,” Mark said, “as famous last words. Rosie is right, Jerry—don’t make yourself a nuisance to anyone. It’s entirely possible that you could find yourself on the wrong end of the law here. The British can be pretty stodgy about what constitutes flirting versus getting completely out of line, and the latter can get you arrested.” 
 
    “I’ll behave, don’t worry,” Jerry said. “Besides, I’m more into window-shopping than anything else. I’m not interested in getting into a relationship until I find a girl with enough security clearance that I don’t have to lie about where I’m going on these missions.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Kate said. “You’re too scrawny for me.” 
 
    Jerry stuck his tongue out at her. “Yeah, you wish,” he said. “I prefer a girl who doesn’t have a stick up her ass.” 
 
    Kate rolled her eyes but didn’t respond. This kind of banter was normal for them, so Mark overlooked it. 
 
    They finished their breakfast and went back up to their rooms to gather the equipment they would be taking along. Kate wasn’t surprised when Jerry offered to carry some of her recording equipment for her; despite the feigned animosity between them, he was always offering to help her whenever he could. She let him take the microphone case and recorder, while she carried the bag with video cameras. 
 
    Rocky came out of his room wearing a suit that looked like it had to have been tailored for him. The muscular man could easily have served as a male fashion model for such clothing, but he had chosen not to wear a tie. Considering that his neck was far too large for the collar of his shirt to button, it was probably a logical decision. 
 
    Rosie was wearing a dress, a flowered print that showed off her figure nicely. She blushed when Mark smiled at her, but he was actually thinking that Finley, unless he happened to be gay, was going to spend more time looking at her than worrying about the answers he was giving to Mark’s questions. 
 
    “It appears we are ready,” he said, still maintaining the accent. “Shall we?” 
 
    They made their way down the elevator and out the front door, where Jerry handed over the ticket for their car. A valet driver brought it to them only a moment later, and they were off. 
 
    Paymelinx had its headquarters in the London Financial District, roughly a thirty-minute drive. Jerry maneuvered smoothly through the traffic as he followed the directions from the GPS in the dashboard, and they arrived at the impressive building with almost twenty minutes to spare before Mark’s appointment. They took their time gathering up their equipment again, and then left Jerry to hang out in the lobby while the rest of them went up the elevator to the executive office level. 
 
    “Are you paying attention?” Mark whispered softly. Kate and Rosie nodded, but it was Rocky who spoke up. 
 
    “Security everywhere,” he said in a whisper of his own. “Most of those guys are former military—you can tell by the way they carry themselves. I gotta say, Boss, if you manage to piss this fellow off, we might not get out of here alive. Those boys aren’t going to play games, they’re going to take somebody off outside the city and find a few dozen pigs. Won’t be anything left but our teeth if you get us in trouble here.” 
 
    Mark grinned. “Really?” he whispered back. “You don’t think you can take them all on by yourself?” 
 
    “Not without a pair of Gatling guns,” Rocky said. “Just keep your cool in here, okay, Boss? We don’t need him calling those guys in to take care of us.” 
 
    They fell silent again as they passed another pair of security guards, and Mark noted that each of them was carrying a small submachine gun. No, he didn’t want to have to deal with them if he could avoid it. 
 
    The executive offices were on the fifth floor of the building, and they were surprised when the elevator opened to see that it was an open format. There were no walls on this floor, but there were numerous desks in various locations. A receptionist just in front of the elevator looked up with a smile. 
 
    “Good morning, and welcome to Paymelinx,” she said. “How can I help you today?” 
 
    “My name is Jonathan Hartwell,” Mark said. “I have an appointment to interview Mr. Barton Finley this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Mr. Hartwell,” the young woman said, breaking into a bigger smile. “Mr. Finley is really looking forward to this interview. Give me just a moment to let him know you arrived.” 
 
    She picked up the phone before Mark could comment that they were early, and it appeared that Finley was already waiting for them. When she hung up, she pointed toward a desk at the far end of the area and they saw a man rise from behind it and look in their direction. 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” Mark said, and then the four of them headed toward the man who must be Barton Finley. He came out from behind the desk to welcome them, extending a hand first to Mark. 
 
    “Mr. Hartwell,” he said. “It is a genuine pleasure to meet you, sir. I have been reading your work for years now, but I never dreamed you would ever be coming to interview me.” 
 
    “Now, don’t be modest, Mr. Finley,” Mark said. “You have built an impressive company. That alone was enough to pique my interest, but you’ve also managed to amass a rather substantial fortune for a man who is not yet thirty years old. My readers will definitely be interested in knowing more about such a fellow.” 
 
    Finley grinned, then shook hands with Rocky, Kate and Rosie. His eyes lingered on Rosie, and it took him an extra couple of seconds to let go of her hand. 
 
    “Well, why don’t we have a seat?” he asked. He led the way to a sitting area with a pair of white leather sofas that faced each other. He sat down on one, while inviting Mark to take the seat opposite him. “I haven’t done a lot of interviews,” he said. “How do we do this?” 
 
    “Well, first, Ms. Kate will set up her recording equipment. While I do write my articles for the print magazine, the website likes to publish the video interviews. Give her a few moments to wire us up with microphones and set up her cameras, and we’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Finley said. His eyes were still darting back to Rosie every couple of seconds, and Mark suppressed the grin that wanted to pop up on his face. 
 
    Kate worked efficiently and Rocky did his best to help, but there wasn’t much he could do other than make sure the wires didn’t get tangled. Microphones were clipped to both Finley and Mark, and then Kate set up four separate small tripods with miniature video cameras mounted on them. One was pointed directly at Mark and one at Finley, while the other two were positioned to capture both of them from different angles. 
 
    After ten minutes, she looked at Mark. “You’re all set, Mr. Hartwell,” she said. She sat down out of view of the cameras with a tablet that would allow her to monitor the recording. 
 
    “Very good, very good,” Mark said. “Now, Mr. Finley. First, I want to thank you for taking the time to grant us this interview. I know you are a busy man, and I appreciate you letting us have some of your time to share your story with our readers.” 
 
    Finley smiled into the camera that was pointed his way. “It’s my pleasure, Jonathan,” he said. “I’m a fan of your work, so I’m delighted that you find me interesting enough to want to interview.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I do, and I’m certain that our readers will, as well. Perhaps you could give us a brief overview of just what it is that your company does, and then we can go from there.” 
 
    “I’ll be delighted,” Finley said. “Paymelinx.com is a different kind of payment processor, different from PayPal and all the others. Instead of simply processing a credit card transaction and putting money into an account on our website, we have taken things a step further, in fact a couple of steps further. The first difference is that, rather than holding your money in an account within our system, it is immediately generated in what we call a digital money order. A digital money order, or DMO as we refer to it, is basically a check. You can print it out and take it to your bank, and it’s designed to work with every national banking system. If you are in the United States, for instance, it will work with the Federal Reserve system to credit money into your bank account, or let you cash it. If you are in the UK, it goes through the Bank of England, and if you happen to be in Germany, it works through the Deutsche Bundesbank. We have gone to great lengths to learn the parameters necessary to make one of our DMOs acceptable in every banking system throughout the world. You can print it out as soon as you get it and take it to the nearest bank, and it will be accepted for deposit or cashed as you desire.” 
 
    “That certainly is different,” Mark said. “How would one go about purchasing one of your DMOs?” 
 
    Finley smiled again. “Oh, there are a number of ways. First, of course, we accept all major credit cards, but unlike all of the other payment processors, we also accept other currencies that are not so widely welcomed. For example, we accept Liberty Dollars, we accept most of the major cryptocurrencies, and there is even a way to purchase a DMO with many localized community currencies. And then, of course, we have contracts with many thousands of merchants who will accept payment in cash and process the purchase for you.” 
 
    “Indeed? And you have found wide acceptance for your services?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. We are the number two payment processor in the world at this time, with more than eighty billion dollars processed in the last year. Our earnings, even though PayPal is bigger and does more business, were equal to theirs for the last three quarters.” 
 
    Mark nodded into the camera that was facing him. “That is impressive,” he said. “Now, I take it you can purchase a DMO and have it made payable to someone other than yourself?” 
 
    “That’s the most common use we find for them,” Finley said. “The majority of people who purchase a DMO use it to pay their utility bills, their rent, car payments, things like that. This is one of the benefits of our system, that you can go online and purchase the DMO, then have it delivered by email instantly to the recipient. They can print it out on their end and take it to their bank, and many banks now allow them to simply forward the notification email. It’s credited to their account immediately because the banks know we have sufficient reserves to be certain of liquidity.” 
 
    “I can see why it’s become so popular,” Mark said. “Tell me, though, how have the recent trade treaty negotiations him affected your business?” 
 
    Finley rolled his eyes. “There have been a few downsides,” he said. “For instance, a number of online merchants accept payment through our system, so those in other countries are finding that their sales are down because of the increased cost of shipping to the States. Having to pay those extra costs means raising the prices on just about everything, so while it’s the foreign merchants who seem to be most affected, the reality is that the American people are the ones who are paying the highest price. As the prices of the items they want and need go up, they’re forced to spend more of their hard-earned money to get them.” 
 
    Mark cocked his head to one side. “Either that, or purchase from a domestic supplier,” he said. “I understand that domestic sales within the USA have gone up considerably since the renegotiations began.” 
 
    “Well, that’s true,” Finley said. “However, for decades now, most manufacturers have been outsourcing to other countries. Even if the distributor is in the US, the changes to some of those treaties are having their effect.” 
 
    “So I take it you disagree that manufacturing is on the upswing in America?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Yes, although I suppose there has been some increase in manufacturing, just to avoid having to pay the extra shipping costs. However, when most of these companies sent their manufacturing jobs overseas, they also gave up the factories they had been operating before. To go back into direct manufacture domestically in the US, most of them will be looking at incredibly large investments in real estate, machinery and hiring and training new personnel. Those are the very expenses that caused them to outsource, in order to avoid them in the first place.” 
 
    “This is true,” Mark said. “On the other hand, many of them did so in order to counter the rising influx of cheap, knockoff products that claimed to be similar to their own. They had to bring prices down at the time, and outsourcing seemed like the best way to do so. Now, when the makers of the counterfeit products can’t sell them any cheaper, it seems that domestic manufacture has become profitable once again.” 
 
    Finley’s smile had been fading, and now it slipped away completely. 
 
    “I suppose only time will tell,” he said. “Was there something else you wanted to know about, Jonathan?” 
 
    “Deception Detected” appeared on the inside of the glasses. Finley was changing the subject in order to avoid getting too close to something he didn’t want to talk about. 
 
    “Of course,” Mark said. “My readers are interested in you personally, Mr. Finley. You started this company only four years ago, is that correct?” 
 
    Finley’s smile returned. “Yes, that’s right,” he said. “I stumbled upon the information that made it possible to send checks basically through email, and the idea was so appealing that I set to work building a website that could do so. The response was a little slow at first, but once we caught on, it got pretty busy in a hurry. Our first year, we only did about thirty million dollars in processing, and if it hadn’t been for a couple of investors, we might have gone under. We made it, though, and the second year saw us break one billion in total processing, letting us make enough profit to repay our investors and become solvent once again.” 
 
    “That’s an impressive accomplishment for such a young man,” Mark said. “What do you credit as being the greatest contributor to your success?” 
 
    “Well, not to seem immodest,” Finley said, “but I’ve always been something of an innovator. I look at things from a different angle, and that allows me to figure out ways to accomplish what other people say can’t be done. For many years, it was said to be impossible to send a check through email, but once I proved the concept, we began to capture a lot of the market share in payment processing. Then, when the cryptocurrencies became more viable, I was smart enough to incorporate them into our sales process. After that, the other currencies we use came to us, rather than us going looking for them.” He leaned his head back and looked up at the ceiling for a second, then back at the camera. “I suppose that’s it,” he said. “Innovation, that’s our greatest strength. We’re not afraid to take chances and do the things that others consider impossible or too risky.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “That kind of courage is usually rewarded eventually,” he said. “And today, still several months short of turning thirty, you are considered one of the most eligible bachelors in the world. How does that affect your life?” 
 
    Finley burst out laughing. “How does it affect me? Well, Jonathan, it seems that just about everyone I know has a daughter, sister, mother or cousin that would be absolutely perfect for me.” 
 
    “But you haven’t found Mrs. Finley yet,” Mark said. “Or is there someone who might be under consideration for that position?” 
 
    Finley made a face that was intended to dismiss the notion, but humorously. “I’m not really serious about anybody at the moment,” he said. “There are a few ladies that I enjoy spending time with, but none of them exclusively. I get teased a lot because I often have two or three dates with me at a time, but people don’t seem to understand that we can just be friends and hang out together. When you’re both wealthy and single, they naturally assume that any woman you’re seen with must be your latest flame, so seeing me with more than one at a time tends to be confusing, I guess.” 
 
    “I suspect that the women might find it confusing,” Mark said. “Most men, I am sure, would simply consider you a lucky scalawag.” 
 
    Finley’s eyes drifted back to Rosie. “I suppose that’s probably correct,” he said. “But I do find myself getting lonely. It’s incredibly difficult to find a woman who can see past my wealth.” 
 
    “I’m sure that must be true,” Mark said. “Mr. Finley, let me ask you another question. We were talking a moment ago about the effects of the American trade policies on your business. What do you think would be the best possible solution to those problems?” 
 
    Finley snapped his eyes back onto Mark. “The best solution? Get back to doing things the way we always have. All of the trade policies we been working under for the last ten years were doing just fine, there was no reason to change them. I don’t understand why the president seems to think otherwise.” 
 
    “I take it, then, that you would not have been terribly upset if the recent assassination attempt had succeeded?” 
 
    Mark kept his eyes focused tightly on Finley’s face, and he was rewarded by the look of shock the man suddenly wore. 
 
    “Assassination attempt? They must be keeping that out of the news, because I hadn’t heard anything about it. And, to answer your question, I happen to believe that all human life is sacred, so I wouldn’t want anything like that happen to him no matter what I think of his policies. I’m thinking more along the lines of fielding a better candidate to run against him in the next election. I mean, that’s only a year away. We can survive another year of these negotiations one way or another, especially if we have hope of someone else taking over and turning the country back around.” 
 
    “No Deception Detected,” said the display. Mark was almost disappointed to realize that Barton Finley, no matter what he might think of the president and his trade policies, was not directly involved in the attempt to eliminate him. 
 
    “That’s good,” he said. “Now, let’s get back to your business. Tell me about the challenges you’ve had to overcome to build such a powerful and profitable company.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Do you believe him?” Rosie asked as they collected Jerry and exited the building. 
 
    “According to these magic spectacles,” Mark said, lapsing into his own British accent, “the man is telling the truth. He knew nothing about the assassination attempt, but that doesn’t entirely relieve him of suspicion. Just because he might not be on the privy council doesn’t mean that his company is not part of the consortium behind the situation. He works closely with all the other major corporations, of course. Without them, his business volume could not possibly be so high.” 
 
    “Then what’s our next step?” Kate asked. “Do we just move on to the next suspect?” 
 
    “We do,” Mark said, “but not until I have spoken with Cinderella and the boss man. Be a love and reach out to Jennifer, would you, my dear?” 
 
    Kate nodded, and took her cell phone out of her pocket. She dialed the number as they walked toward the car and put the phone to her ear. “Jenny? Mark wants to meet up.” 
 
    “Good,” Jenny said. “I’ve had about all I can take of this hotel room, and I have to catch up with someone else while I’m in the city. There’s a chip shop called Lizzie’s, look up directions and meet me there in forty-five minutes.” 
 
    “You got it,” Kate said. She put the phone back in her pocket and relayed the information to Mark, who nodded. 
 
    “Lizzie’s,” he said, a grin crossing his face. “Haven’t been there in a while. Probably the best chips in the whole city.” 
 
    “Chips?” Rocky asked. “You mean French fries?” 
 
    Mark glared at him. “My good man, bite your tongue! The French had nothing to do with the development of chips, that is strictly a British invention. The bloody frogs have always tried to steal credit for things they copied from others, like your bloody Statue of Liberty. Everyone thinks that was the creation of some Frenchmen, but it was really based on the work of Nicholas Stone, a 17th-century sculptor who was stonemason to James the First.” He shook his head. “Bloody frogs.” 
 
   


  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
    Ken had risen early that morning, found and Wolfd down a quick breakfast from a street vendor and then headed toward the business district. The Astramere building stood proud on the corner near the north end of the district, its imposing glass and steel construction far more modern than many of the other buildings that surrounded it. 
 
    Getting into the building wasn’t going to be easy, because they had some pretty serious security. Just like Mark had seen in London, Astramere employed a large number of former military personnel as security guards, but the presence here in the office building was surprisingly large. From the parking lot of a nearby building, Ken scanned the Astramere headquarters with binoculars and counted more than forty armed men and women patrolling the place. There was even a pair of teams outside, walking around the building with dogs. 
 
    The building wasn’t large enough to house a warehouse, so there had to be something else going on in there that was important enough to warrant that much security. It couldn’t be a vault full of money, because corporations of that size didn’t bother with cash. All of their money was electronic in nature, simple debits and credits in the databases of numerous banks scattered around the world. Ken was also sure there wasn’t a vault full of gold in there anywhere. While it was likely the company did have some gold in its reserves for investment purposes, that gold would be stored in a separate warehouse, someplace that had lots of insurance to cover the possibility of theft or any kind of natural disaster that might cause it to be lost. 
 
    He put down the binoculars and thought for a moment, then took out the card Noah had given him at breakfast the day before and dialed the number that was on it. 
 
    “This is Mr. Henderson,” said a voice that sounded elderly. “How may I be of service?” 
 
    “Well, you can stop pretending to be old and broken down,” Ken said. “Bobby, it’s Ken Long.” 
 
    The old man chuckled. “I got a message that said I might hear from you today,” he said. “They finally figured out that you belong with the death squad?” 
 
    “I’m just on loan,” Ken said. “But I was told you might be able to help me out if I need something. That true?” 
 
    “Of course it is. What can I do for you, Ken?” 
 
    “I need a way to get inside Astramere’s headquarters building. Some kind of valid reason, something that won’t tip off their security.” 
 
    “Astramere? Oh, I think I can help you out there, for sure. I just happen to know they are looking for someone who can drive their big floor-buffing machine, and I can set you up an interview within the hour. Will that be good enough?” 
 
    “Bobby, that’ll be perfect,” Ken said. “I just need to get inside, that’s all. Hey—you wouldn’t happen to have a company directory for them, would you? There’s a guy there named Sanderson, I need to get close to his office.” 
 
    He heard a rustling noise and Bobby grunted. “Sanderson, Sanderson—okay, got him. Third floor, his office is in the northeast corner. Must be somebody big in the company, because he’s got one of the biggest offices on the floor. Hmmm, that’s the advertising department. Did you know that?” 
 
    “I knew Sanderson was in advertising,” Ken said. “He seems to be connected to something I’m looking into for your people. What do I need to do to show up for this interview?” 
 
    “What ID are you using?” Bobby asked. 
 
    “Oh, let me think. I’ve got one under the name of Chuck Zoeller. Let’s go with that one. The background says he’s the industrial sort, over here because he’s hiding from the IRS.” 
 
    “Ha! Tell him good luck with that, those vampires can find you anywhere. Okay, give me an hour, then stroll up to the front door and say you have an appointment to be interviewed for the janitorial position. That will get you in, and the rest is up to you.” 
 
    “You’re my hero, Bobby. When are you going to retire and get out of this game?” 
 
    “Me, retire? Ken, you have hurt my feelings. The kids are all grown, the wife is in the ground, what else could I do with myself? I’m only sixty-seven years old; I’m not ready to sit around wishing I had something to do.” 
 
    Ken chuckled and hung up. He had an hour to kill, and that would be just enough time for a cup of the horrid stuff they referred to as coffee in the UAE. It would burn going down, but it would definitely keep him awake and alert. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mark and his team arrived at Lizzie’s and spotted Jenny and the others sitting around a big table. They started toward her, but then noticed another woman sitting with them, so Mark hesitated until Jenny waved for him to come on. 
 
    “Mark McCullers,” Jenny said, “I’d like you to meet Catherine Potts. Catherine is our liaison over here in London, and a very good friend.” 
 
    “Delighted to meet you, Ms. Potts,” Mark said, taking her hand and shaking it. 
 
    “Likewise, Mark,” Catherine said. She looked closely at him. “Strange, I in nearly certain that we’ve met before. You look a bit familiar, and I could swear I’ve heard that voice before.” 
 
    “Well, I’m told I have one of those faces that always looks like somebody from the past,” Mark said. “Perhaps that’s it?” 
 
    Catherine nodded. “Yes, perhaps,” she said. “McCullers. I don’t suppose you might have been related to Martin McCullers?” 
 
    “Martin? Wasn’t he the bloke from SIS that went on a murder rampage over in the States some time ago?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s him. You know him, then?” 
 
    “Never heard of the bugger,” Mark said, grinning at her. He had known Catherine for more than five years in his previous persona, and was only hoping she would be discreet about running in to him again now. A new nose, chin and eyebrow line is more than enough to change facial appearance, but a skilled agent like Catherine would see through it easily, especially since he wasn’t doing anything to disguise his voice. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she said. “Pity, that. I always felt he got the short end of the stick, you might say.” 
 
    “Did you, now? Well, perhaps he’s in a better place today.” 
 
    “I’m rather certain that he is,” Catherine said, grinning. “Jenny has been filling me in on the situation. Did you find anything interesting in your visit with Mr. Finley?” 
 
    “The bloke is hiding something, but he wasn’t involved in the assassination attempt on the president. That’s all I’m certain of, though I suspect he’s arse deep in the general conspiracy among these companies.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure our people keep an eye on him, then. But you don’t think he had anything to do with the situation you’re looking into?” 
 
    “Not a bit of it,” Mark said. “He was definitely shocked when I mentioned there had been an attempt to kill the president, and while he insisted that he would hate such an eventuality to occur, I doubt that he would have shed any tears had it succeeded.” 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s a lot of that sentiment over here, but Finley is actually an American. I would think he’d be more supportive of your government.” 
 
    Neil burst out laughing. “Unfortunately, our current president is ruffling a lot of international feathers,” he said. “The one thing you can honestly say for the man is that there is no middle ground, you either love him or you hate him. Nobody has any trouble deciding which side of that line they fall on, and party affiliation doesn’t seem to have anything to do with the choice.” 
 
    Jenny leaned toward Mark. “Have you reported to Noah yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Mark admitted. “I wanted to see what you thought before I did so.” 
 
    “I think I’d like to kill the bastard just for the sport,” Jenny said with an evil grin, “but that would make me a lot less popular over here. I spend a lot of time in England, so I don’t want to wear out my welcome.” 
 
    Martin nodded. “Understood. I found myself disliking him on principle, so I can relate to your desire.” He took out his phone and dialed a number. It was answered only a few seconds later. 
 
    “Aladdin, report,” Noah said. 
 
    “Finley isn’t involved in the situation,” Mark said, “though I believe he is likely cooperative with some of the other things this corporate coalition is doing. His business is dependent on them, at least to a major degree.” 
 
    “All right,” Noah said. “Your next stop is Paris, where you will interview Feinberg. You meet with him tomorrow morning, so you need to get checked out and to the airport. Pegasus is already on the way, and will be there before you arrive. Let me know what you find over there.” 
 
    “Will do,” Mark said, and then he put the phone back in his pocket. He looked around at the others at the table. “Well, seems we are off to Gay Paree.” 
 
    Neil nodded. “Yes, you will be interviewing Ronald Feinberg. He runs elifecentral.com, the social network. I would just about bet you he’s involved in the assassination attempt.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Kate asked. “What makes him any more likely to be involved than Finley, or any of the other CEOs?” 
 
    “His company is trying to combine all the best features of Facebook and Amazon into one site. That sounds like a good idea to some people, but he’s fought an uphill battle to get where he is. Between all the crazy regulations the US and European governments have imposed on what they call mega-websites and the money his marketing is losing over the treaty talks, I’m willing to bet he knew about the attempt and probably kicked in some of the money that paid for it.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope not,” Jenny said. “That would mean Ralph will get the first kill on this mission, and I’m really starting to get anxious for some action.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart,” Neil said, his head cocked slightly as he listened to his subcom. “Noah just told me he’s got a side trip for us, so we actually need to get packed and head for the airport. We have to fly to Geneva immediately. He’s gotten and approved a special sanction request that’s right down your alley.” 
 
    Jenny looked like she had just gotten something special for Christmas. “Awesome,” she said. “Then I can go back to being your good girl for a while.” 
 
    Neil blushed, but Marco, Renée and Cody all chuckled at him. 
 
    “Well, then,” Catherine said. She was watching Jenny from the corner of her eye. “Sounds to me like everything’s worked out for now.” She turned to Mark again. “It was good to see you again, for the first time. Do be sure to let me know if you come back to London.” 
 
    Mark grinned at her. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said. A second later he had a pained expression on his face, as Rosie kicked his ankle under the table. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ken took a taxi out to the front of the Astramere building, then walked inside, trying to look as if he belonged there. Two security guards were flanking the receptionist at the front desk, but she still managed to smile when she looked up at him. 
 
    “Welcome to Astramere,” she said in very good English. “How can I help you today?” 
 
    “I was told I have an interview today,” Ken said. “I’m looking at the janitorial job. My name is Chuck, Chuck Zoeller.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Mr. Zoeller,” the girl said. She handed him a visitor’s badge and he clipped it to his shirt. “This is Mr. Davenport,” she said, indicating one of the security guards. “He will show you where you need to go.” 
 
    Davenport looked him over carefully, then seemed to relax. “This way,” he said, and Ken caught the hint of Southern California in his accent. “You have to check in at personnel, and then you can meet with the janitorial supervisor.” 
 
    Ken shot him a grin. “Sounds good to me,” he said. “Lead on.” 
 
    He fell in behind Davenport as they crossed the expansive lobby, then went through a door into a hallway that seemed to stretch all the way to the back of the building. Davenport stopped at the last door on the right, then stepped through it with Ken following. 
 
    A matronly native woman sat at a desk inside the room, and she looked up at Davenport with a frown. 
 
    “Is this Zoeller?” she asked, her accent strong. 
 
    “Chuck Zoeller,” Ken said, “at your service, ma’am.” 
 
    The woman turned her eyes toward him, and Ken recognized the mark of a permanent scowl on her face. 
 
    “Well, sit down,” she said. “My name is Indra, and I have to make sure everything is legal for you to work here before we waste a lot of time going any further.” 
 
    “Sure, I understand that,” Ken said. “I get it.” He took a seat in the chair just beside her desk. 
 
    The next thirty minutes were spent going over his passport, visa and tax liabilities, but then he was finally presented with a second temporary pass and the sheet of paper that introduced him as a prospect for the janitorial position. 
 
    “Take this,” Indra said, “and go to the elevator. The personnel office is on the second floor, just to the right when you come out of the elevator. You are going to talk to Mr. Meyer, he is in charge of the janitorial department. He will take you on a tour of the building, and show you what your job responsibilities will be if you are hired.” 
 
    Ken took the badge and got to his feet, smiling at her. “Thank you, Indra,” he said. “Maybe you and I could have lunch together sometime?” 
 
    The woman’s stern expression suddenly softened, and she turned a bit pink. “I thank you, Mr. Zoeller, but our company frowns on its employees fraternizing too much.” 
 
    Ken shrugged. “I was just thinking about lunch,” he said, winking at her. “Fraternizing is something we could do when we are away from our jobs, and it would probably be a whole lot more fun.” 
 
    Indra’s eyes went wide and she did her best to hide the smile that tried to burst out of her face, but she was not successful. “I think you tease me,” she said. “Go, and tease somebody else.” 
 
    With a chuckle, Ken turned and left her office. The elevator was a short distance down the hall and he took it to the second floor as he was instructed. There, it took him only a moment to find the personnel office and ask for Meyer. A tall man with a German accent stood up from the desk toward the back of the room and came forward at the sound of his name. 
 
    “I am Daniel Meyer,” he said, extending a hand. “And you are?” 
 
    Ken handed over the page Indra had given him. “Chuck Zoeller,” he said. “Ms. Indra said that I was supposed to report to you.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, for the floor position.” He looked over the paper quickly, then his eyes met Ken’s again. “You do realize that this is a night position?” 
 
    Ken grinned. “Fine by me,” he said. “I like to sleep the day away.” 
 
    Meyer suppressed a chuckle. “Indeed,” he said. “I sometimes wish I could do so myself. Come, let me show you around the building.” 
 
    Ken followed him out of the personnel office, and they went directly back into the elevator. 
 
    “The Karcher machines are kept down in the basement,” Meyer said, pushing the down button. The elevator opened a few seconds later and they stepped inside, where he pushed the button for the basement level. They rode down in silence, and then stepped out of the elevator to find a pair of machines that looked nearly identical sitting in what appeared to be a kind of docking bay. “These are the two machines you will be using. You simply sit on them and drive them, and they do all the work for you. The first is the sweeper, it cleans up all the litter and dust that accumulates in the halls each day, and I am going to show you how to empty its container. The other is the floor polisher, which actually washes the floor and applies a wax, then buffs it out as you drive along. The sweeper takes about two hours, but the polisher takes almost four because it moves more slowly.” 
 
    “And I guess I have to clean that out after each shift as well?” Ken asked. 
 
    Meyer nodded and pointed toward the polisher. “Yes, but it’s very easy. You simply connect those two hoses and push a button. It flushes itself and the dirty water goes down the drain, and then it refills itself and adds the soap and waxes automatically. When you’re ready to use it again, you simply disconnect the hoses and drive it away.” He turned toward the other machine. “The sweeper is a little more work—you have to remove this dirt collection pan and empty it into the trash cart, then push that out to the collection bin and dump it in.” He demonstrated removing the pan and replacing it. 
 
    “This sounds like my kind of job,” Ken said with a chuckle. “I get to spend most of it sitting on my butt.” 
 
    Meyer grinned at him. “That’s how it is supposed to be,” he said. “But don’t worry, someone will find extra work for you to do.” He turned and went back into the elevator, and Ken followed him. “Now, we shall walk through the halls so you can see everywhere you would have to go with both machines.” 
 
    The tour started on the first floor, then moved to the second, then the third and so on. The third floor was the one Ken was actually interested in, and he slipped his hands in his pockets as they walked along the halls there. At one point, he spotted a sign hanging on the wall and reached up to straighten it, pretending that it had been hanging crookedly. Meyer paid no attention as Ken slipped the little video bug onto the top of its frame, where it was hidden behind an extending border. 
 
   


  
 

 TWELVE 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland, home of the famous Geneva Convention. This was the very place where the rules of war were hammered out, and bans were put on such things as assassination as a political tool. 
 
    The realities of life, however, especially in the political world, meant that such prohibitions didn’t often survive for very long. Many countries who were signatories of the Convention and its resulting rules had their own agencies that dealt with the elimination of people they considered incorrigibles. E & E was only one of them, but it happened to be the one that was most active since the end of the Cold War and the KGB death squads. It was even called upon by other nations at times, when a situation needed to be dealt with that the authorities there considered beyond the capability of their own agents. 
 
    Jenny looked out the window of her top floor suite at the Mandarin Oriental Hotel. Neil was sitting at the table nearby, working with his computer. 
 
    “So,” Jenny asked, “who’s the target here?” 
 
    “Hang on, I’m decrypting the file,” Neil said. “Give me just another second—okay, here we go. Your target is Lars Pendergrast, he’s the owner and operator of a limousine service here in the city. It turns out he’s been providing underage girls to men who come to the city just for that purpose.” He let out a low whistle. “And when I say underage, I mean as young as seven years old. According to the Swiss Intelligence Bureau, the bodies of more than two dozen girls, ranging in age from seven up to thirteen, have been found around the city in the last year alone. They know it’s Pendergrast who has been supplying them, but they can’t get any evidence to use against him. He always has someone set up to take the fall, but the intelligence people here think those folks are usually innocent. The police and the courts don’t bother trying to find out the truth, so a number of them have already gone to prison and two were killed while trying to resist arrest.” He looked up at her. “Apparently, protesting your innocence is considered resisting arrest here in Geneva.” 
 
    “In the city of peace,” Jenny said, shaking her head. “Corruption is everywhere, but this kind of corruption is the worst. Anybody who would do that to little girls…” She trailed off, but Neil nodded his agreement with the anger in her voice. 
 
    “Pendergrast deserves what he’s going to get,” Neil said. “Any idea how you want to handle it?” 
 
    “Just get me close to him,” Jenny said coldly. “Without witnesses if possible, but I won’t let them stop me. Be sure you have a backup plan to get me out if I get arrested.” 
 
    “I’ll get you out, even if it means you get burned in Switzerland. Team Cinderella’s not going to leave anybody behind, and especially not Cinderella herself.” He let his eyes drift off to focus in the distance for a moment and said, “Activate all. Can everybody hear me?” 
 
    Marco, Renée and Cody answered instantly, and then he and Jenny both heard Sarah chime in. 
 
    “I can hear you guys,” she said. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Jenny smiled. “Sorry, Sarah,” she said. “Neil activated all of us at once without thinking. We’re about to start planning how to go after my current target, so you can sign off if you want.” 
 
    “No, I’m okay,” Sarah said. “Besides, listening in on this is more exciting than the laundry I’m folding at the moment. Go ahead, Noah said I should listen in with you guys and be ready to yell for help if something goes wrong.” 
 
    “Hey,” Marco said suddenly. “Don’t jinx us, Sarah. What could go wrong? We’re professionals, remember? Just make sure you tell everybody not to try this stuff at home.” 
 
    They all got a chuckle out of that, but then Jenny called them to order. 
 
    “We got the target, a guy named Lars Pendergrast. He’s a local businessman here in Geneva, runs a limo service that provides some special accommodations to his clients. The special accommodations I’m talking about are little girls, so I’m going to take my time and enjoy this job. Neil, where do we find him?” 
 
    “Well, it seems we might have lucked out,” Neil said, peering at his monitor. “The guy was actually out of the country until just yesterday, but he’s in his office this morning. We need to work out a way to get him out of there, get him someplace private where you can take care of business.” 
 
    “Or just get me in to see him,” Jenny said. “No, on second thought, I like your idea better. If I go to his office, I have to make it quick and quiet, and I want to hear this bastard scream a lot.” 
 
    “All right,” Neil said. “How about this? One of us gives him a call and offers to arrange for a special delegation from—oh, I don’t know, maybe from San Francisco—to use his limos for a week, and insists on taking him out to lunch to discuss it. That should be a big enough deal to get him interested, so he would probably accept the invitation.” 
 
    “Let me be the one to call him,” Marco said. “I can get him to come out and meet me.” 
 
    Jenny raised one eyebrow and looked at Neil, but then she nodded. “Okay. Neil will give you the number. Set him up to meet me at…” She trailed off and looked at Neil for a moment. 
 
    “Café du Soleil,” Neil said quickly. “It’s in the north part of the city, not far from his office, and we can grab him when he gets there. Marco, he does have bodyguards, so this is going to have to be a pretty serious snatch.” 
 
    “Okay, who’s my backup?” Marco asked. “We’ll need to hit them quickly, before they know what’s happening. And the bodyguards, are they collateral? Or do we need to leave them alive?” 
 
    “I think we should,” Jenny said. “Let’s send a message along with taking him out. Leave his bodyguards alive, so that it’s obvious he was the target, and we’ll leave a note with his body about why he was killed. That sound good?” 
 
    “I like it,” Sarah said. “I’m pretty sure Noah will, too.” 
 
    “I do,” they heard Noah say. “It sounds like a good plan. Make it happen.” 
 
    “Yes, boss man,” Jenny said, grinning. “Okay, you heard the man, let’s get busy.” 
 
    Neil texted Pendergrast’s number to Marco, and they could all hear him as he made the call. It took him a couple of minutes to get Pendergrast himself on the phone, simply by insisting that he was bringing enough business to want to speak to the top man. 
 
    Marco kept the phone on his left ear beside the subcom, so they could all hear both sides of the conversation. 
 
    “This is Lars Pendergrast,” the target said. “How can we be of service to one another?” 
 
    “Mr. Pendergrast, my name is Michael Jamison,” Marco said, using his mission ID. “I represent a large organization from San Francisco, California, and about forty of our people will be arriving in the next couple of days. We will need limousine service, and I will say that you have come highly recommended.” 
 
    “Tell him,” Neil said softly, “that you were told about him by Gustav Heinemann. Gustav was arrested very quietly about three days ago at his home in Berlin for the rape and murder of one of those girls, but it has not been made public. He and Lars have known each other for years.” 
 
    “Well,” Pendergrast said, “that’s good to hear. Forty people are coming?” 
 
    “Yes. We are holding an ICALA convention here, and will need at least one limousine for each pair. And, we are hoping for some of your special services, as well.” 
 
    “ICALA, you said? I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of that organization.” 
 
    Marco snickered. “Well, we do keep it rather secret back home,” he said. “The acronym stands for the International Child and Adult Love Association. We believe that sexual freedom should be available to everyone, regardless of age.” 
 
    There was a pause on the line for several seconds. “You said someone recommended us to you?” 
 
    “Yes, one of our members from Germany, Herr Heinemann. He says that he has had some very enjoyable experiences while riding in your limousines.” 
 
    There was another pause. “Well, we hope that everyone has a pleasant experience, of course. However, I’m afraid I’m not certain what sort of special services you might be looking for.” 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly not going to spell it out over the phone. I’ll tell you what, it’s still pretty early. What would you say to meeting me for lunch, perhaps at Café du Soleil? I’m sure I can clear it up for you very quickly, and I have some pictures that I think you would love to see. I can assure you they will assuage any doubts you might have about providing us those services.” 
 
    Pendergrast was silent for a couple of seconds, then cleared his throat. “I actually have an appointment for lunch, bu—well, I certainly want to get your business. Very well, I shall reschedule the appointment I have for another day, and meet you instead. Shall we say eleven thirty?” 
 
    “Eleven thirty will be fine,” Marco said. “I will be there early and leave your name with the hostess.” 
 
    The call ended, and Jenny let out a whoop of laughter. “That was good, Marco. What the heck is ICALA, and how do you know about it?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Marco said. “I made it up on the spur of the moment, but I figured it would do the job. Men who traffic in young girls tend to be the sort to think along those lines. He probably hopes to become a member.” 
 
    “Then he’s in for a surprise,” Jenny said. “The only membership in his future is a seat on the board in Hell!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
    Marco, Cody and Neil were waiting just in front of Café du Soleil when Pendergrast arrived. He was in one of his own limousines, of course, and a second SUV with four men inside was following. They waited until he had stepped out of the limousine and been joined by his bodyguards before Marco stepped forward to catch his attention. 
 
    “Mr. Pendergrast,” Marco said. “I’m Michael Jamison.” 
 
    The bodyguards moved forward and approached Marco, and that’s when Neil and Cody made their moves. Each of them produced a submachine gun and aimed it at the bodyguards, and Marco suddenly grinned. 
 
    “Here’s how this is going to happen,” he said. “You men are going to very carefully take out your weapons and lay them on the ground. Then, you are going to move away and lie down. If you do exactly as you are told, you will all live. Otherwise, you’re all going to die. All we want is Mr. Pendergrast, and I can assure you that you won’t have to worry about him being unhappy with you for letting us take him.” 
 
    The bodyguards looked at one another, and then one of them turned to Pendergrast. He said something in a Norwegian language, and Pendergrast’s face suddenly went white. The bodyguard looked at his fellows and then nodded as he reached into his jacket and carefully, using only two fingers, withdrew the pistol he kept in the shoulder holster. Each of the others did likewise, and they gently set their weapons on the ground before moving away from them without further instructions. All four lay down on the ground and laced their fingers behind their heads, keeping their faces pointed toward the ground beneath them. 
 
    “Well,” Marco said, looking at Pendergrast. “Apparently you’re not worth dying for.” 
 
    He took hold of Pendergrast’s arm and spun him around, opening the door of the limousine once again. Pendergrast realized at that moment that his chauffeur was some distance away and still moving, and the look on the face of the small blonde woman who stood beside the car told Pendergrast that the man was running for his life. 
 
    “Get in,” she said. “We have some things we need to do.” 
 
    With Marco holding on to him, Pendergrast got back in the luxurious back end of the limousine, and Marco slid in beside him. Cody moved around to take the wheel, while Neil and Jenny climbed into the back with Marco and Pendergrast. Neil had to stop and remove the backpack he was wearing, tossing it on the floor between the seats. 
 
    “If you expect to get ransom,” Pendergrast said, “I can pay you far more. Just tell me what you want, and I will pay it.” 
 
    “Yes, you will,” Jenny said. “I’m just not yet ready to tell you what it is I want, but if you were half as smart as you think you are, you would be able to figure it out.” She paused as Cody put the car into gear and pulled away from the curb in front of the restaurant. She was sitting in the seat that faced Pendergrast in the back, and could see out the back window. The four bodyguards were slowly getting to their feet, but none of them were making any move toward their weapons or the SUV they had arrived in. 
 
    “You told my men they don’t have to worry about me coming back and being angry,” Pendergrast said. “That tells me that you plan to kill me. Someone must have paid you to do this, but I assure you that I can pay you far more than anyone else.” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not,” Jenny said. “You see, nobody hired me to do this. Well, I do work for an agency that gets rid of monsters like you, but that’s just a paycheck. Nobody, as far as I know, actually has a hit contract out on you. I accepted the job because—well, because I enjoy it and you deserve it.” 
 
    Pendergrast narrowed his eyes. “I deserve to die?” he asked. “For what crime?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see,” Jenny said, putting a finger to her bottom lip. “How about the rape and murder of little girls? How about trafficking little girls into sex slavery? No, wait, I’ve got it. How about the crime of stealing away the lives they could have lived if they had never been sold like cattle by the likes of you?” 
 
    Pendergrast shook his head. “So, is it that story again? If so, then I think you have the wrong man. I am nothing but the facilitator. It is my clients who choose what they do with the things they asked me to provide, not I.” 
 
    Jenny shrugged. “That’s pretty much true,” she said, “except for the fact that they wouldn’t be able to do anything if you were not providing the girls for them. In my mind, that makes you the most responsible party, so you’re the one I want to have a talk with.” She leaned close, so close that her face was only inches from his own. “And little girls,” she said with so much anger that Pendergrast felt it as heat on his face, “are not things!” 
 
    Pendergrast glanced at Marco beside him, and at Neil who was beside Jenny and facing him, the MP5 in his hands carefully aimed directly into his own face. He looked at the barrel of the gun for a moment, then turned back to Jenny. 
 
    “You want to talk? This could have been more easily done, and without being so theatrical. Could this not have been discussed over lunch, with Mr. Jamieson?” 
 
    Jenny smiled. “I’m afraid that would have ruined lunch for everybody else in the place,” she said. “I have a tendency to get messy.” 
 
    “And just what is it you hope to accomplish? Do you think you can persuade me not to do the things I’ve been doing? Even if you succeed, I will only be replaced by someone else. Where there is a market, there will always be suppliers.” 
 
    Jenny sat there and looked at him for a moment, the smile never leaving her face, then she leaned back and tapped on the glass between them and the driver’s compartment. “Cody? How long till we get out of the city and can have this conversation in private?” 
 
    The glass slid down. “It’s going to be about another forty minutes,” Cody said. “The traffic is a little rough, but I’m also sticking to the back streets in case his friends back there notified the police. This limousine wouldn’t be all that hard to recognize, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Let’s change the plan, then,” Jenny said. “Just find me someplace nice and quiet, I don’t care where it is.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cody said. “I think I see some empty industrial buildings up ahead. We can pull in behind them, if you want.” 
 
    “Do it. The sooner I get this over with, the better I’m going to feel.” 
 
    The car made a sudden turn a moment later, and cruised slowly through what appeared to be an abandoned manufacturing area. There were six buildings, and while none of them were very big, they were in sufficient states of disrepair that it was unlikely anyone was inside them. When there was no sign of any vehicles or security, Cody pulled the limo in between two of them, making them completely invisible from the street and any surrounding buildings that might be occupied. 
 
    As soon as he stopped, Jenny climbed out of the car and walked a few feet away. She stood there with her back to the car while Marco and Neil hustled Pendergrast out, then turned around to face her target. A pair of knives appeared in her hands, curved karambit daggers with rings that locked around her index fingers. She twirled them idly as she faced him. 
 
    “Just so you know,” she said, grinning at him, “I’m a psychopath. We found out a few years ago that I enjoy killing, I actually get off on it. Since that meant there was a choice between either locking me away or killing me, or putting me to work getting rid of people like you, somebody was smart enough to choose the latter. I am here to kill you, Mr. Pendergrast. The thing is, they leave me a lot of leeway in how I go about doing my job.” She giggled like a schoolgirl with a crush. “I can do it however I want, and right now, I want to see you suffer the way some of those little girls have suffered.” 
 
    Pendergrast was doing his best to appear calm, but there were beads of sweat on his forehead and his eyes darted around as if looking for some possible avenue of escape. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. “As I said before, I can pay you a great deal of money. I have amassed a fortune of more than ten billion American dollars, and I can safely say that my life is worth more to me than that. I will give it all to you, every dollar, if you let me live.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that your life is worth more than ten billion dollars, right? Well, let me ask you this. How much do you think each of those little girls was worth? What price tag would you put on their lives? Holy hell, man, what price tag would you put on the suffering they felt as they were being raped and molested?” She shook her head. “Let me tell you something. Every single one of them was worth at least ten times as much as you. Since we are quite certain that you have been responsible for the deaths of at least twenty-five of them, I’m going to say that their collective lives were worth about two and a half trillion dollars. Now, unfortunately, none of them are here to speak for themselves. It’s even possible that one or two of them might have spoken up in your defense, might have decided that killing you wasn’t going to bring them back, so why would they want to compound their own murders with yours? You know, now that I think about it, maybe it’s fortunate they aren’t here to try to talk me out of this.” 
 
    Jenny had slowly moved closer to him while she spoke, and now her left hand flashed across his field of vision. Something red sprayed as it did so, and it took him almost three seconds to realize that she had sliced across his right cheek. The red spray that he had seen had been his own blood, and it was dripping from his face onto his clothing even now, and as he accepted that realization, he suddenly felt the pain that came with it. His hand rose to his face and he let out a guttural scream. 
 
    “Did that hurt?” Jenny asked. “I’m sure it did, but you should know that it’s only the beginning.” 
 
    Her hand flashed again, and this time the sharp point of the curved blade raked across his chest, slicing through the bespoke suit jacket and shirt underneath as though they were made of tissue paper. The icy fire that ripped across his chest brought another scream out of him, and he stumbled backward, but Marco was there. The Cajun reached out and braced him, pushing him forward as Jenny’s right hand moved suddenly. 
 
    The blade in that hand cut across his upper left arm, slicing so deep that the muscle was almost severed in half, but barely avoiding the deepest arteries. He was bleeding, but it would be some time before he could bleed to death from the cuts she had given him. 
 
    “Tell me something, Pendergrast,” she said. “Have you ever heard of the death of a thousand cuts? You know, I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never actually seen it happen. I think you’re going to be my test case, so I’m going to keep count. So far, that’s only three. That means we have nine hundred and ninety-seven to go.” 
 
    Her left hand moved again, and only the tip of the blade cut across the back of his right hand as he pressed it to his torn cheek. The pain was so hot and cold at the same time that he couldn’t even tell which part was hurting at which moment, so when she moved again and sliced down the front of his left thigh, letting the blade dig in only half an inch, he didn’t react any further. He had stopped screaming, but the constant moan coming from his lips said everything Jenny wanted to hear. 
 
    “You know, I realize just exactly how cruel this is,” she said to him. “Believe me, I do. In fact, it’s so cruel that if you really want it to end, all you have to do is tell me that you at least regret the fact that those girls died. If you can say that to me, I’ll go ahead and put you out of your misery. Are you ready for that to happen?” 
 
    Pendergrast was staring at her, still moaning, but he slowly managed to nod his head. “I do,” he said, blubbering. “I do regret that they died. Please, I cannot deal with this much pain. Please end it.” 
 
    Jenny’s smile faltered, and she reached forward to place the blade gently against his throat. 
 
    “Is this what you want?” she asked. “Do you want me to make it end?” 
 
    Pendergrast nodded again, tilting his head back so that she could reach his throat more easily. 
 
    She looked him in the eye. “You know, there’s just one thing,” she said. “I lied. There’s nothing you could say, nothing you can do that would make me end this pain for you. God alone knows how many girls died because of you, and I want you to suffer everything that they did. I probably can’t make that happen, but I can at least try.” 
 
    The knife in her hand pulled away from his throat and her other hand flashed. The tip of its blade sliced through the front of his pants, cutting across his groin, just above his genitals. 
 
    Pendergrast’s eyes closed tightly, and his moans became more shrill, louder. Strangely, he wasn’t even trying to move away from her anymore. The knives flashed again and again, and each time the skin was flayed open, but he stayed on his feet. 
 
    “Jenny…” Neil said, and she glanced at him to see that his face looked like he was about to be ill. 
 
    “Go sit in the car if you have to,” she said. “I understand, this is hard for you to watch.” 
 
    “No, I just—I just think you ought to get it over with,” he said. “We need to get out of here, get rid of this car. Come on, baby, just get it over with.” 
 
    Jenny shook her head. “Oh, I’m nowhere near done with this man,” she said. “And look at him, he knows it.” 
 
    Sarah suddenly cut in via subcom. “Okay, this is too much for me,” she said. “I’m signing off. Let me know when it’s all over, okay?” 
 
    “No problem,” Jenny said, and she heard the slight hiss as Sarah dropped from the connection, then turned her attention back to the task at hand.  
 
    The knives flashed. Every couple of seconds, one of her hands would move and another slice would appear on Pendergrast’s clothing, and then the blood would begin to seep out. After ten minutes, the man looked like a rag doll who had been caught in a lawn mower, except that rag dolls do not bleed. 
 
    The cutting continued. Pendergrast’s moans had finally stopped, and he almost seemed to be in some sort of trance. He stood there, swaying back and forth, but not bothering to even attempt to defend himself. 
 
    After five minutes more, Jenny shook her head. “This is becoming boring,” she said. “You know, Pendergrast, you thought nothing of selling those poor girls into slavery. Well, I don’t think much of you, and I’m not sure that I could actually make you understand what a monstrous creature you are. The best thing I can do in this case is simply to make sure there will never be another one like you.” 
 
    She turned to Marco. “Drop his pants,” she said. “Everything, underwear and all.” 
 
    Marco’s eyebrows rose, but he stepped around Pendergrast and reached for his belt. One of the knives had already sliced it almost completely through, so he gave it a tug and it snapped. A second later, he had unfastened the man’s pants the best he could, and they slid down his bloody legs. The slice she had made across his groin had severed the front of his underwear, so his manhood was suddenly hanging free and in clear view. 
 
    “Lars Pendergrast,” Jenny said. “I hereby remove you from the human gene pool.” The knife in her right hand flashed, and Pendergrast was no longer a man. 
 
    Blood flowed freely, a steady stream that almost looked like the man was urinating, and it was only a minute more before his blood pressure dropped too low to sustain consciousness. Lars Pendergrast slowly sank to his knees, and Jenny stepped closer. She grabbed the hair on his head and tilted it back, then pulled the knife in her right hand across his throat. 
 
    Very little blood sprayed out, and then it stopped. Pendergrast’s eyes opened slightly as he fell backward, but there was no life in them any longer. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
    Jenny looked at his body for a moment, then nodded with satisfaction. She turned and walked toward the car, where Neil had just gone back inside and retrieved his backpack. Without a word, Jenny stripped out of her clothing and used a towel that Neil handed to her to wipe as much blood off her hands and face as she could. When that was done, she took the clothing Neil was holding out and began to put it on. 
 
    Neil walked over to where Pendergrast’s body lay. He looked at it for a few seconds, forcing himself not to be ill, then dropped a sheet of paper onto it. The paper detailed his crimes, written in such a way as to make it appear that a grieving father had found the man who was ultimately responsible for his daughter’s death. 
 
    “Should we do anything with the body?” Marco asked as Neil returned to stand beside him. 
 
    Jenny looked at him. “I suppose you might throw some trash over it,” she said. “At least that will put him in with his own kind, and might prevent anyone stumbling across the body before the smell starts to draw attention.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marco said, “kinda what I was thinking.” He looked around for a moment and found an open door in one of the buildings, glanced inside and came back a few moments later with some large pieces of cardboard and an old tarpaulin. He laid them out over Pendergrast’s body so that it wasn’t obvious to anyone who might drive through the complex. 
 
    Jenny stuffed her bloodied clothes in the backpack, and they all got back in the limousine. They had actually chosen a place outside the city where Jenny was planning to kill him, but her impatience had changed things. Now they had to go on to that location, pick up the car they had stashed and get rid of the limousine. 
 
    Cody drove the limo out to the street and turned right, headed toward one of the major highways. He was watching the side streets carefully, hoping to avoid any police notice, but then a police car that was sitting behind a gas station suddenly turned onto the street behind them. 
 
    “Heads up,” Cody said through the open window to the passenger compartment. “We got local constabulary on our tail.” 
 
    “Just drive easy,” Jenny said. “This is a city full of diplomats, there’s probably a thousand limos like this running around here.” 
 
    The warble of the police siren suddenly cut the air, and its lights began flashing. It raced up behind the limousine and one of the officers inside used a loudspeaker to tell them to pull over. 
 
    “Okay, Cody, you’re on,” Jenny said. “Get us out of here, and fast.” 
 
    The limousine, a Russian-made Aurus Senat, was extremely heavy. Even with its six-hundred-horsepower engine, it moved like the seven-ton monstrosity that it was, and Cody realized quickly that there was no hope of outrunning the police car behind them. When another squad car appeared at the intersection ahead, he shook his head and cursed. 
 
    “No hope, boss lady,” he said. “Unless you want me to ram them?” 
 
    “No,” Jenny said. “We don’t need the problems that come with hurting or killing a police officer.” She looked around the passenger compartment at Marco and Neil. “I’m really sorry, guys,” she said. “This is all on me.” 
 
    Marco looked at her for a second, then turned his face away. “Marco to Renée,” he whispered. “Chere, are you there?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Team Aladdin’s flight had landed in Paris before dinnertime, and they had been met by the entirety of Team Pegasus. Mark had never met Ralph before, simply because one or the other of them was usually out of the country or deeply embedded in some sort of training program. Fortunately, Rosie and Diana Fox had known each other for a while, so it wasn’t hard for them to find one another. 
 
    “Pegasus,” Mark said, shaking hands with the young man. “Good to finally meet you, mate.” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Ralph said. “Heard a lot about you, though. You’re really a former British spy?” 
 
    Mark chuckled. “Probably not in the sense you’re thinking of,” he said. “All that stuff about James Bond is pretty much bogus. I was SIS, like your Special Forces back home. Just like your blokes, we sometimes had to do some espionage work.” 
 
    Ralph nodded. “Yeah, I getcha. Still, it’s way cool. So, I was thinking, since we are your backup on this job, how about if we all hit the same hotel? I can’t think of any reason we shouldn’t, can you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Mark said. “Right now, though, I think we’re all up for some supper. That sound right to you lot?” 
 
    Ralph grinned. “Oh, man, does it ever. My stomach’s been growling for hours.” 
 
    it turned out that Pegasus had only arrived an hour before, and Noah had let them know that Aladdin was on the way and should arrive shortly. Ralph had decided to wait for them, so they could seek out accommodations together. They gathered up all their luggage and headed toward the rental counters to arrange vehicles. 
 
    Jerry Sheppard and Benny Wiggins, the transportation officers for the two teams, took care of renting the vehicles. Each of them went for a Peugeot Rifter, an all-wheel-drive minivan with plenty of room for all of them and their luggage. The teams followed them out as they picked up their vehicles and loaded everything inside, then went off looking for dinner. 
 
    They found it quickly, at a place called the Paris Diner. The restaurant offered American fare, and all of them decided to go for the French version of a deluxe cheeseburger, but they were surprised to find out that French fries were not on the menu. Instead, they had to settle for something called pommes de terre frites, though Ralph said it sure looked a lot like French fries to him. 
 
    When dinner was over, they got rooms at the Hyatt Regency Paris and settled in to relax for the evening. They all got together in Mark’s room and talked about what would happen the next morning, but the plan was simple. Mark would go and conduct his interview, and then make his report to Noah. Noah would decide whether or not any action needed to be taken. 
 
    Finally, it was time to get some rest. Ralph and Diana headed off to the room they planned to share, and the rest of them started toward their own rooms. They had all been gone for several minutes when Mark heard a soft tap on his door and went to peek through the peephole. 
 
    Rosie stood there, and he opened the door quickly, expecting her to hurry inside before anyone else noticed, but she surprised him by putting her arms around his neck and pulling him into a kiss. 
 
    “Who do we think we’re fooling?” she asked. “They all know, we might as well just be honest about it.” 
 
    Mark’s eyebrows rose, but he grinned. “Well, I’m sure the boss man will be happy,” he said. “He’ll have to pay for one less hotel room each trip, now, won’t he?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah was relaxing in his office when his subcom suddenly came to life. 
 
    “Jenny to Noah,” he heard. “I’m afraid we might have a bit of a problem.” 
 
    “Noah to Jenny,” he said quickly. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Well, we sort of got pulled over driving the target’s limousine. We were on the way to ditch it and pick up our own car, but a cop spotted us and they’d been told about him being snatched. I screwed up, Noah. I wanted to kill this guy so badly that I let my judgment slip. Instead of going on to where we had a car stashed, I made Jerry pull over around some empty buildings and did it there. They haven’t found the body yet, but we’ve all been arrested for kidnapping. The machine guns didn’t help things, just so you know.” 
 
    “All of you? Were you all arrested?” Noah asked. 
 
    “Just me and the guys,” Jenny said. “Renée is back at the hotel—I didn’t want to put her in any danger.” 
 
    Noah’s mind raced through the problem. “All right,” he said. “We can’t do anything official because you’re on foreign soil,” he said. “The government has no choice but to disavow any connection to you, but I’m not going to leave you sitting there. Use the subcoms to keep in touch with one another, then keep me apprised privately of your situation. I’ll put together a mission to break you out, that’s the only option.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured you would,” she said. “Listen, Noah, I’m really sorry. I just—I just lost it, that’s all. The trouble is, somebody’s going to find his body. When they do, it might get a whole lot harder to get us out.” 
 
    “You let me worry about that,” Noah said. “Noah out.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair for a moment and thought about the situation, then got up and walked out the door. “Danielle, I’m going to be out for a couple of days. If anything comes up, call Doctor Parker. I’ll back any decision he makes.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Danielle said. She watched as he walked toward the elevator and got in, then let her eyes go wide. If the boss man, Camelot himself, was headed out into the field, there must be a problem of some sort. 
 
    As soon as she was sure he was gone, she picked up the phone on her desk and dialed a number. 
 
    “It’s me,” she said when the call was answered. “He just came out of his office and said he’s going to be gone for a couple of days. No, he told me to call Doctor Parker if anything comes up. Is there anything you want me to do?” She listened for several seconds, then nodded into the phone. “All right, I’ll keep you advised.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah climbed into the Corvette down in the parking garage and headed for home, but then he decided to make a detour out to R&D. He didn’t call ahead, which meant he had to go through all the security protocols before Wally was even notified he was there, but then he heard Wally’s running footsteps slapping through the hallway. The inventor came crashing through the door and slid to a stop right in front of him. 
 
    “Noah! Man, oh man, it’s good to see you! What’s happening, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Let’s go to your office, Wally,” Noah said. “I have a situation that I need to pick your brains about.” 
 
    Wally giggled. “Yeah, come on!” He led the way back down the hall toward his own office, and looked twice up and down the hallway before he closed the door and locked it behind them. As soon as he was done, he turned to Noah and the two of them sat down on the sofa in his cluttered office. 
 
    “Okay, tell me what’s going on,” Wally said. 
 
    “It’s Team Cinderella,” Noah said. “They’ve been arrested in Geneva for kidnapping, but it’s going to turn into a murder charge if they find the body anytime soon. I need to break them out, and I have to move fast. What’s the best way?” 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Wally said. “Arrested? Oh, that’s not good, that’s not good at all. You know the secretary of state will disavow them, right?” 
 
    “Of course, they have to. I’m not worried about what the diplomats are going to do, I’m only concerned with what I have to do. I need to get them out, and I need to do it quickly.” 
 
    “Who you taking for a team?” Wally asked. 
 
    “I haven’t even thought about that yet,” Noah said, “but there really isn’t anybody available at the moment. I could probably take Gary Mitchell, his talents with disguise might come in handy. Other than that, everybody is out on a mission now. I’ve got Pegasus running backup for Aladdin, so I suppose I could have them meet me in Geneva, but I really want to keep them where they are. Aladdin is running point, and I think he could make any necessary decisions.” 
 
    “I don’t think Gary will be that much help,” Wally said. “I know he wants to be a field agent, now, but let’s face it, the guy is really not cut from the right kind of cloth. He can be useful, but I don’t think he’d be up to actually risking his neck on a regular basis.” 
 
    “Then I don’t know who else it would be,” Noah said, but then his eyes lit up. “Wait a minute,” he said. “What about Esmeralda?” 
 
    Wally giggled again. “Doggone it, I think you have learned how to read my mind! That’s exactly what I was going to suggest. We made some refinements to her operating system, and it’s even harder to tell she isn’t real, now. I think she will be a great help to you. Come on, let’s go see her.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Noah said. “The one thing I want to be sure of is that nobody gets hurt in this jailbreak. Remember the gas pellet guns? The ones that make everybody freeze for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Yes, of course I do,” Wally said. “By the way, we’ve made some improvements on those, as well. The gas is more concentrated, now, so it does an even better job of sapping their wills and lasts for up to twenty minutes. And the best part is the antidote, you remember, the chewing gum? You don’t have to bother with it anymore, you just take a single capsule a few minutes before you use the guns. That way, no matter how much of the gas gets loose in the room, it won’t affect you at all. You’ll be safe from its effects for four hours, more than enough time to do whatever you need to do.” 
 
    “But what about Jenny and her team? I may have to bring them right back out the same way—I wouldn’t want it to affect them.” 
 
    “Which is why we’re going to give you some of the chewing gum, anyway. You give that to them when you get to them, and by the time you get near any place where the gas might still be floating around, it isn’t going to matter. They’ll be fine.” 
 
    “In that case, the biggest problem is going to be getting them out of the country. I’m going to try to arrange a diplomatic flight, but the trick will be getting them on the plane.” 
 
    “Why bother? From Geneva, you’re only minutes away from the border with France, and I’ve got a buddy over there. Did you know there is a tunnel that goes from the St. Pierre Cathedral all the way to Annemasse, just across the border in France?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Noah said. “How do you know about it?” 
 
    Wally giggled. “Back in my CIA days, I had to help design it. It was built by a joint effort of the CIA and the French Intelligence Bureau. You see, there were some French citizens who had been accused of spying on Switzerland, and they were arrested in Geneva. It was pretty much the same kind of scenario you’re dealing with, but those poor folks had to sit and wait for six weeks while we cut a seven-mile-long tunnel. Anyway, it’s still there, and I happen to know where the secret entrance is under St. Pierre Cathedral.” 
 
    “That would solve that problem,” Noah said. “I take it it’s fairly certain that the Swiss have never discovered it?” 
 
    “I can guarantee it,” Wally said. “The CIA still uses it to this day, to get people in and out of Geneva without going through the regular channels. Trust me, it’s exactly what you need.” 
 
    Noah cocked his head. “What about the cathedral staff? They haven’t noticed...” 
 
    Wally’s giggle stopped him. “They know, but it doesn’t matter. Every one of them, from the pastor and the parish council on down through the lowest janitor, is a CIA recruit.” 
 
    “All right,” Noah said. “Now, what about Esmeralda?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Wally said, and then he was up on his feet and opening the door once again. Noah followed him through the maze of the building, which had gotten bigger over the last couple of years. Where Wally had once employed a little more than sixty fellow mad scientists, he now had more than two hundred working with him. A lot of them had been recruited from prisons, just like the assassination teams. 
 
    They came to a door and Wally used a key card to open it up. They stepped inside and Noah saw Esmeralda, the incredibly convincing robot that looked like a young woman. She was sitting behind a desk, and she looked up and smiled as the two men entered. 
 
    “Hi, Wally,” she said. “Noah! It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “I can say the same,” Noah said. The last time he had worked with Esmeralda, she had been instrumental in helping him save Sarah’s life, piloting a military jet to get him across the country in time to rescue her. She had suffered some damage at the time, but seemed to be in perfect condition now. 
 
    “Esmeralda, you’re going to work with Noah again. He needs you to help him break some people out of a jail in Geneva.” 
 
    Esmeralda looked back at Noah and smiled once more. “Wow, that sounds like fun,” she said. “Can you give me a command code, so that I can obey your orders?” 
 
    Wally snapped his fingers, then leaned close to Noah’s ear and whispered, “Say, ‛my dog thinks you are a hamburger.’ That’s her new command code for the moment.” 
 
    Noah turned to the robot. “My dog thinks you are a hamburger,” he said. 
 
    Esmeralda blinked once, then smiled again. “Thank you,” she said. “Now, how can I help you, Noah?” 
 
    “You can come with me,” Noah said. “We’ll have to get you some luggage, so that nobody wonders why you don’t have any…” 
 
    “Oh, I have a go bag packed all the time. It’s right here,” she said, leaning down under the desk. She picked up a small carry-on bag and set it on top of the desk. “Everything I need is in there, changes of clothing, toothpaste, shampoo, everything.” 
 
    “Shampoo?” Noah asked. “Toothpaste?” 
 
    “Those are some of the new improvements,” Wally said. “She can pass completely for human, now. She can actually eat food, and sometimes she ends up having bad breath, especially if the food happens to have garlic in it. That’s why she brushes her teeth. We also solved the problems of keeping her eyes and mouth moist, but that requires her to keep taking in water. Don’t be surprised when you see her reach for a bottle of water and start drinking from it, just like anybody else. As for the shampoo, we found a way to build in some simulated sweat glands, including in her scalp. That means her hair will get dirty, just like yours will, so she has to wash it now and then.” 
 
    Noah nodded. “I think she’s exactly what I need,” he said. “All right, grab your bag and follow me.” 
 
    Esmeralda picked up the bag and followed Noah and Wally back to the front of the building, where Wally said goodbye. She reached out and gave him a hug with one arm, promised to come back soon and then followed Noah out to his car. 
 
    “Oh, a Corvette,” she said. “I think these are some of the nicest cars ever made, don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s not necessary to make small talk with me, Esmeralda,” Noah said. “What we do need is to find out more about how to get into the tunnel under the St. Pierre Cathedral.” 
 
    “Oh, I can help with that,” Esmeralda said. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again. “I just connected with the main database back in R&D, and I was able to download that information. While I was at it, I got the blueprints for the jails in Geneva and the surrounding area.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Noah said. “You have developed the ability to take initiative. Is that part of your programming?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “My cranial computer has been upgraded since we saw each other last, and I’m capable of various kinds of independent action and initiative, now. Wally says I’m the closest thing to an actual AI that there is, but I haven’t quite gotten there yet. I don’t actually think; I simply run simulations at extremely high speed so that I can determine the best course of action.” 
 
    “I think you are probably as close to a true AI as anyone has ever seen,” Noah said. “I’ll confess it’s very difficult even for me to believe that you are simply a result of your programming.” 
 
    “That was the goal, but it’s true. I still have to consider all the possible responses I can make before I say or do anything.” She let out a sigh. “Maybe someday I’ll actually be able to think for myself.” 
 
    Noah took his eyes off the road for a second and looked at her. “If you can feel something like longing, then I have to think there’s more to you than just programming.” 
 
    Esmeralda turned her face toward him. “Oh, you mean the sigh? That isn’t longing, it’s part of my programming. Since we are talking about something that I haven’t achieved, my programming says I should sound as if I’m slightly disappointed. I judged that it was appropriate at that moment, and calculated the strength of the remorse effect on a numerical scale that was assigned to me for that purpose. It’s all still programming, but it will help me to do a better job of working with you however you need me to.” 
 
    Noah nodded. “Yes, I understand,” he said. “In some ways, Esmeralda, you and I are a lot alike. Both of us have to work at emulating normal human behavior.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree. When Wally sent me to work with you before, I was given all the parameters of your condition. My analytical software found several similarities between your condition and my programming, but I judged it to be impolite for me to bring it up.” 
 
    “It’s very difficult to offend me,” Noah said. “You don’t have to worry about being polite when it’s just you and me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Esmeralda said, her voice suddenly devoid of any semblance of emotion. “While I do not actually worry about anything, it is good to know that I can simply be myself in your presence. I am a computer that has been fitted with its own avatar, nothing more, and it reduces the workload on my CPUs when I do not have to keep up the pretense.” 
 
    Noah glanced at her, then turned his eyes back to the road. “I completely understand,” he said. 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
    Sarah was sitting in the living room, leaning back on the sofa with her feet up on the coffee table and a glass of iced tea balanced on her belly when she heard the Corvette pull into the driveway. A glance at the clock told her it was still an hour before Noah should have been home, and she instantly began to worry. The only reason he would come home early without calling ahead, or at least messaging her on the subcom, was if something was wrong. 
 
    She suddenly cursed herself for turning off her subcom. If there was a real problem, it was likely something to do with Jenny and the team, and she should have been there for them. 
 
    She stayed where she was until she heard the front door open and Noah walked in. Unlike most houses, the front door opened into a foyer that led to the dining room straight ahead, while the door to the left led into the living room. She watched the doorway and wasn’t surprised to see that he was not alone, but then she realized who was with him and her anxiety level rose even higher. 
 
    “Esmeralda?” she asked. “Noah, why have you brought Esmeralda home with you?” 
 
    “Jenny and the team have been arrested in Geneva,” he said. “I came home to pack a bag, because I’m going to get them out of jail.” 
 
    Sarah looked at him for a long couple of seconds. “I knew it,” she said. “I knew you would find some way to get out on a mission.” Her face turned red. “Dammit, Noah, you can’t. You’ve got plenty of people who can do this for you; you don’t have to go yourself.” 
 
    “But I don’t,” he said. “All of the teams are out on missions, and I don’t have anybody I can consider field ready. Unfortunately, they were arrested in a stolen limousine that belongs to Jenny’s target, and it’s only a matter of time before they find his body. If I don’t break them out before then, it may become impossible.” 
 
    “What do you mean, impossible? You can call in one of the teams, they can get it done. All you need to do is get Molly and Wally, then the three of you can sit down together and plan it out. You don’t have to go out there yourself, Noah, not now. I’m just entering the third trimester; this is no time for you to be going off chasing bad guys around the world, or staging prison breaks, which is even worse in some ways. Noah, I need you here.” 
 
    Noah walked over and pulled her up off the sofa and into an embrace. “I can’t leave them out in the cold, Sarah. I don’t have anybody else I can send, and I don’t have time to wait for one of the teams to come back in. I’m going to use the gas pellets, and Esmeralda is going along to help me. Wally even came up with a way for me to get them out of the country without anyone knowing it, so I should be back within a couple of days.” 
 
    Sarah clung to him for a moment, as tears began to stream down her cheeks. 
 
    “Oh, dammit, I hate to cry,” she said. “I know you have to go, but that doesn’t make it any easier for me to handle. Besides, I’m an old fat pregnant lady, I’m going to be emotional, and you just have to deal with it.” 
 
    She clung to him for another moment, then pulled herself back a bit and looked over at Esmeralda. While she knew the young woman wasn’t real, she also knew that Esmeralda had gone to extremes to help Noah rescue her once before. Just because she was a robot didn’t mean she wasn’t at least somewhat human, at least to Sarah. 
 
    “Esmeralda, how have you been?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve been well,” Esmeralda said, turning on her programmed humanity once again. “And I understand you’re going to have a baby. Congratulations, that’s exciting.” 
 
    Sarah chuckled, but there was still a lot of stress in it. “Exciting,” she said. “At this point, I’m not sure that’s the word I would use to describe it. Right now, I just feel extremely fat, and I have to pee all the time. I can’t wait for the next three months to be over with, so I can start getting rid of all this extra poundage.” 
 
    Esmeralda nodded and walked closer. “I don’t understand exactly what you mean, of course,” she said, “but I’m sure it’s going to be something that makes you very happy when the baby is born.” 
 
    A grin, unwelcome but irresistible, spread itself across Sarah’s face. “Trust me, it will. I actually can’t wait, but my body doesn’t give me any choice, of course.” She turned back to Noah. “So, how bad is the situation?” 
 
    “All I know so far is that they were arrested, and they’ve been charged with kidnapping or something similar. The target is dead, but no one has found the body just yet. If I can get to them and get them out before that happens, it’s going to make things a lot simpler.” 
 
    “And what about the mission? What about Aladdin, and the whole investigation?” 
 
    “Aladdin can handle things for now,” Noah said, “and I’ve got Ken Long, as well. He’s a pretty shrewd and experienced operator. If something goes crazy before I get back, I may send him to back Mark up. And Pegasus is out there, as well.” 
 
    Sarah nodded and released him. “Okay, well,” she said. “Obviously you’re not going to let me talk you out of this, so I’ll go and pack your bag. Have you got all the arrangements made already?” 
 
    Noah nodded as he followed her toward the bedroom. “Yes. I called for a plane while I was on the way to R&D, and it will be waiting at the airfield when I get there. Wally is sending the equipment I need on a diplomatic courier flight, so it will arrive around the same time I do. As soon as we can get in place, I plan to hit the jail and get them out, then make our way back through France.” 
 
    Sarah didn’t say anything as she took his usual travel bag and set it on the bed. She began taking clothes from the dresser and folding them smaller to fit inside the bag, while Noah went into the bathroom to get his travel kit. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’re going to need anything warm,” Sarah said, “but I wouldn’t think so. You said you’re going to Geneva?” 
 
    Noah nodded. “Yes. We got lucky, Wally happened to know about a tunnel that leads from Geneva under the border with France. It’s a few miles long, but it’s apparently still in regular use by the CIA. Once I get them out of jail, getting them out of the city and the country won’t be nearly as big a problem.” 
 
    Sarah tucked in the last shirt and then zipped the bag closed. She stood there beside the bed and looked at it for a moment, then turned around and poked him in the chest with a finger. 
 
    “I care about them, you know I do,” she said. “But the most important thing to me, Noah—and I know you have trouble understanding it, but you’re going to have to—the most important thing to me is that you come back safely. Don’t go over there and get yourself killed trying to break them out of jail. I mean it, don’t you dare.” 
 
    Noah pulled her close again. “Try not to worry,” he said. “I told you, I will always come back to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you said that,” she said. “Just make sure it’s not in a box or a bottle. I need you alive and healthy, Noah, because we have a child to raise. Well, we’re going to pretty soon, anyway.” 
 
    Without even thinking about what he was doing, Noah laid his hand on her belly. At that moment, the baby inside gave a kick, and Noah Wolf’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “Powerful,” he said. “That was a surprise.” 
 
    “Not to me, it wasn’t,” Sarah said. “I put up with that all day long.” She looked into his eyes for a moment and then kissed his cheek. “All right, I understand you have to go, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to like it. Keep your subcom on, I want to know everything every moment.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it on except when I’m in the middle of the operation,” Noah said. “The last thing I would need is any kind of distraction at that moment. As soon as we’re out again, I’ll turn it back on and let you know what’s happening.” 
 
    Sarah huffed, but she understood the necessity of what he was saying. “Okay, I can live with that. Just—just remember I’m going to be here worried the whole time. It’s not nice to make a pregnant woman worry, you know that, right?” 
 
    Noah held her close. “I know,” he said softly. “I know.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shortly after leaving the Astramere building, Ken had activated the bug and sent it flying through the building. He found Sanderson’s office and parked it on a high shelf until the door opened, then flew it in quickly and positioned it on top of the blinds on the windows. He maneuvered its tiny legs until he had a perfect view of Sanderson’s desk, and the miniature condenser microphone in the bug was extremely sensitive. He could see and hear everything that was going on, but there didn’t seem to be any activity that was relevant to the case he was working on. 
 
    Sanderson spent most of his time typing away on a computer keyboard, and Ken was able to zoom in the video to see he was writing what amounted to ad copy. The things he was writing made it sound like Astramere would freshen your breath, style your hair and improve your chances of getting into heaven. All you had to do was spend your money buying whatever goodies you wanted from their website, and everything would be perfect in your world. 
 
    Sanderson’s phone rang a few times, and Ken listened in as he spoke. He talked about things like market share, special promotions, sales events and other typical advertising jargon. At one point, he invited several other people to come to his office so they could review the latest commercial, and Ken was actually impressed at the work they had done. The commercial was so effective that he found himself thinking about checking the site for a couple of items he wanted to buy. 
 
    Ken’s hotel was only a couple of miles from the building as the crow flies, so the signal was good and strong. A little flashing icon on the phone’s screen told him, however, that the bug had found a Wi-Fi signal and gotten into it. That might account for just how crisp and clear the video and audio were, but it also meant that someone back in Wally’s building was probably watching right along with him. 
 
    Sanderson wasn’t giving up any secrets. When four o’clock came around and he packed up to leave his office, Ken decided that he really was going to show up for his first shift that night. Somewhere in that office would be the best possibility of finding evidence connecting Sanderson to the terrorist group, and it might even give him identifying information on the man’s contacts. He would need to do something about the internal video surveillance on the building, but this wasn’t his first rodeo. 
 
    He took out his phone and called another old friend in Dubai. 
 
    “Omar,” he said when the call was answered. “It has been some time, old friend. This is Jamaal.” 
 
    “Jamaal? I thought you were dead! How are you still alive?” 
 
    “I learned long ago how to test the wind, old friend. When the storm is coming my way, I am already moving elsewhere. I knew the storm would come, so I was gone before it arrived.” 
 
    “This is wisdom,” Omar said. “If only my sons would learn such wisdom. I seem to spend half of my time trying to get them out of the trouble they get themselves into. But leave them to themselves, I am delighted to hear your voice. Are you coming to visit me anytime soon?” 
 
    “I am nearby,” Ken said, “but I do not have a lot of time. The last time I was here, one of your sons was able to help me with a computer problem. I am going to ask if he might do so again.” 
 
    “Of course. That was Khalid, and he is the least trouble of all my sons. Tell me where you are and I will send him to you.” 
 
    Ken gave him the name of the hotel, and Omar promised to have Khalid there within half an hour. Khalid was a world-class hacker, a genuine black hat who kept himself quite comfortable by performing services for independent brokers of intelligence and government agents alike. For him, hacking in to Astramere’s security system would be child’s play. 
 
    Ken took the time to get a quick shower, and was ready by the time Khalid arrived. They sat down at the tiny table in his room as the young man opened his laptop and waited for instructions. 
 
    “I will be in the Astramere building tonight,” Ken said. “At a certain time, I need to be sure that their security video cannot see what I’m doing, or display it to the security guards. Can you help me with that?” 
 
    Khalid sucked on his teeth. “Astramere has some of the best security in the country,” he said. “Of course, anything that is controlled by a computer is subject to control by anyone who can provide input to the computer. Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    He opened the program on his computer and began entering commands, and it was less than five minutes before he was looking at the Astramere video feed. The screen held thirty small squares, and he only needed to click on one to blow it up to full-screen size. 
 
    “Where do you need to be invisible?” he asked. 
 
    Ken looked over his shoulder and picked one of the feeds. “This is the area,” he said. “Third floor, northeast corner of the building, and all the hallways on that floor. I will be driving around on a machine that cleans the floors, but when I get to this floor, I need about twenty minutes when they will not be able to see me. Now, there are two machines, and they look almost identical to each other. If you could capture the video feed when I run the first machine, and then patch it in when I get to the third floor on the second, it will look like everything is perfectly normal. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Khalid looked at him as if he were some sort of ignorant child. “Of course I can,” he said. “All I need to know is when to record, and when to overwrite the live feed.” 
 
    “That should be easy,” Ken said. “Record everything while I’m on the third floor for the first time with the first machine, then use that when I go to the third floor with the second machine. If you can make the switch while I’m in the elevator, it will be perfect. The only thing is that the second machine is slower than the first, about half as fast. You’ll need to slow down the video that you send back to them, and still watch me so you know when to switch everything back. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I thought you were going to give me a difficult task,” Khalid said. “This is simple. All I have to do is change the file that the live video feed writes to and send the recording to the original file. I will still be able to see the live feed, because it will be coming only to my computer. When you are going back into the elevator, I will restore the original file and the security guards will see the live feed once again.” 
 
    Ken nodded. “That’s beautiful,” he said. “That is exactly what I need. For now, though, I suggest we get something to eat and then get some rest. We are both going to be up all night.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ken reported for work on time and was handed his new employee pass. The chip embedded in it would allow him to go into most areas of the building, with the exception of private offices. He used it to take the elevator down to the basement and collected the first of the two Karcher machines, then followed the path he had been told to take as he cleaned the lobby floor and the hallways on the first floor, then moved up to clean the halls and the break room on the second. 
 
    Down in the lobby, the security guard on desk duty watched him for a few minutes at a time and then went back to the book he was reading. He had been watching the janitors for so long that he could spot the minor differences between the two machines, but he had grown so accustomed to them that he didn’t pay a lot of attention anymore. 
 
   


  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
    Two hours after he began, Ken rode the elevator down from the top floor and switched out the machines. He started the same route again, first polishing the floor in the lobby, then the hallway floors on the first level. When that was finished, he rode the elevator up to the second floor and took care of that one, as well. 
 
    When it was done, he drove the machine into the elevator and took a deep breath. If everything was going according to plan, Khalid was switching the video feeds at that moment. When he came out of the elevator, he drove directly to Sanderson’s office and climbed off the machine. There didn’t seem to be any internal alarm sensors on the door, and it took him only a couple of minutes to pick the lock. He opened the door and waited, just in case an audible alarm went off, but nothing happened. 
 
    There was no sign that he was being pursued or that security guards were on the way, so he allowed himself to assume that things were going as they should. He stepped inside the office and began carefully looking through Sanderson’s desk. A couple of the drawers were locked, but the locks were no trouble to him, and a moment later he had each of them open. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t find anything connecting Sanderson with the terrorist group. He turned his attention to the file cabinet that was standing behind the desk, but again he came up empty. He looked around the room for a moment, trying to think of where he would hide something if it were his office, and his eyes settled on the pedestal that stood between a pair of chairs. He hurried over to it, took the potted plant on top of it off and set it on the floor, then turned the pedestal upside down. 
 
    Inside was a plastic bag, and within that he found a file folder. He took it out carefully and carried it to the desk, laid it out and opened it, and then began photographing each page with his phone, front and back. Going through the entire file took him less than five minutes, and then he put it back into the bag and stuffed it up in the pedestal once more. When everything was back in place, he slipped the phone in his pocket and hurried out of the office, locking it behind him. He got back on the Karcher machine and turned its speed dial as high as it would go. By the time he was finished, it was just about on schedule for what would be expected, so he drove it back into the elevator and turned it back to the position he had used with the earlier machine. 
 
    Downstairs, the video feed on the elevator camera twitched. One of the security guards on duty noticed it, and reached out to tap the side of the monitor. When it seemed to be working fine again, he leaned back in his seat and continued watching the new janitor as he drove that electric riding mower conversion out onto the fourth floor. 
 
    Then, however, he noticed something. For just a second, just a split second, he would have sworn that the machine the janitor was riding was the sweeper, rather than the polisher. When he looked again, however, it was definitely the polisher he was looking at. 
 
    He tapped the monitor once again for good measure and turned back to his book, but something kept eating at him. When he realized he had read the same paragraph four times and still didn’t know what it said, he decided it was time to solve the mystery. He put down his book and turned to his computer keyboard, selected the camera just outside the elevator on the third floor and scanned backward through the video. When he got to the point of seeing the janitor in the elevator, he stopped and told it to run forward at normal speed once again. 
 
    The janitor pulled inside the elevator and turned the machine around, and the security guard’s eyebrows shot upward. There was absolutely no doubt in his mind that the machine he was looking at was actually the sweeper, but the janitor should be running the polisher by this time of the morning. It was after three a.m., so it had to be the polisher. 
 
    And then the video twitched again, and suddenly the janitor was on the polisher, just as he was supposed to be. The guard stared at the monitor for several seconds, trying to figure out what had just happened, and then it dawned on him. 
 
    Somebody had replaced the video feed with a recording from earlier. There was no other explanation that could fit with the facts, but that could only mean that… 
 
    The guard reached over and hit the button on the desk, the one that silently signaled all the other security guards to converge on the lobby. Within less than two minutes, there were twelve security guards standing around him, watching as he rewound and replayed the video yet again. 
 
    “The janitor was doing something he shouldn’t have been doing,” said one of them. “That’s the only reason to mess with the video feed.” 
 
    “I agree,” said the shift commander. “He’s on the fourth floor; we need to go and take him now, find out just exactly what he was doing. Split up and take both elevators. We want to catch him in between us, so he can’t get away.” 
 
    Half of the group went to the elevator that Ken had been using, while the other half went to the service elevator near the back of the building. A moment later, both elevators were rising silently in the darkened building, each of them loaded with security guards who were heavily armed and ready to do whatever it took to catch the man they were after. 
 
    Ken felt the vibration of his cell phone in his pocket, even over the vibration of the Karcher machine that was rumbling beneath him. He took it out and saw that it was Khalid calling him, and answered instantly. 
 
    “Khalid,” he said. “Did it work all right?” 
 
    “I did everything right,” Khalid said, “but the guards, they are coming for you. I have been watching their video feed, just to be sure they didn’t notice that I had switched the video, but I suppose one of them saw something. You have a dozen of them headed your way, and you have only seconds to escape.” 
 
    “Seconds? You could’ve given me a little more warning, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “I have only now seen that they are coming up on the elevators,” Khalid said, protesting. “I cannot predict the future, Jamaal. The only thing I can do is replace the feed again, so the security guard who is watching cannot be sure of where you are. You have to get out of there, now.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Ken said, dropping any pretense of being a native. He ended the call and dropped the phone back into his pocket, then pressed the button that would keep the machine moving at a steady pace. There was a trash can up ahead that had a weighted base, and he snatched it as he went by and quickly deposited it on the seat of the machine as he jumped off. The safety switch that should stop it when the seat was empty didn’t react fast enough, and the machine continued moving down the hall while Ken turned and ran back the way he had just come. 
 
    He hit the door for the stairs just as the elevator beside it gave a loud ding, but he didn’t even slow down. The door closed quickly behind him and he bolted down the stairs, knowing he had only a minute of lead time at best before they found the abandoned Karcher and realized he had made an escape. 
 
    He came out of the stairwell on the first floor, and wasn’t a bit surprised to see the lone remaining guard standing there waiting for him, his pistol drawn and aimed toward the stairwell door. The man was probably in his fifties, relegated to the desk because he was just a bit too old for any of the heavy security work, but his aim was steady as he held a pistol out in front of him. 
 
    “Do not move,” he said. “Put your hands behind your head and get down on the floor!” 
 
    Ken scowled. He had hoped to pull this off without alerting anyone to what he was doing, but circumstances had taken that option away. He started to raise his hands, and shuffled his feet as if he were about to kneel down, and the security guard glanced down at his legs instinctively. It was exactly what Ken had expected, and he took advantage of the split second that the guard’s eyes were off of him. 
 
    He reached out and snatched the guard by the hand, and before the man realized what was happening he had taken the pistol away. The security guard’s eyes shot wide open as he fully expected to die, but Ken always tried to avoid collateral damage when possible. This man was only doing his job, and he shouldn’t have to die in order for Ken to escape. Instead, his right fist shot out and caught the man on the point of the chin, and he went down like a marionette with its strings cut. 
 
    Before the man had even hit the floor, Ken had bolted over his body and made a run for the front doors. They hadn’t had time to cancel his ID card yet, and he tapped it on the security sensor as he grabbed the crash bar and pushed. The door buzzed and swung open, and Ken ran for all he was worth. 
 
    He made it to his car in the employee parking lot and leaped behind the wheel, jammed the key into the ignition and started it up. He shoved in the clutch and rammed the shifter into first gear just as a half dozen of the guards came streaming out the front door of the building. They had their weapons in their hands, Ingram submachine guns from the look of them, and Ken heard the staccato chatter that meant they were firing at him as he floored the accelerator and let the clutch out. The car leaped forward just in time to get out of the line of fire of most of the bullets, but the windows on both of the back passenger doors disintegrated into thousands of pellets of shattered safety glass. 
 
    There was another guard at the gate, but Ken was not about to slow down now. He reached under the back of his shirt and pulled out his own pistol, transferred it to his left hand and put it out the driver’s window. When the security guard came rushing out of the gatehouse, he popped off three shots in rapid succession, causing the man to dive back inside instantly. 
 
    The barrier was down, and Ken braced himself as he crashed through it. Unlike the ones you saw in movies that broke away easily, this one was made of heavy hardwood, and took out the passenger side headlight even as it jammed the fender back against the right front tire. Ken let out a curse, because he knew he wasn’t going to go much farther in that car. The problem was that the security guards would be in their own vehicles within seconds, so he had to get as far away as possible before ditching the machine. 
 
    Luckily, there was no traffic on the road at that time of morning, so he shifted the gears and pushed the five-year-old Toyota to its limits. He made it almost half a mile before the fender rubbing on the tire managed to burn its way through the tread, and the tire blew out with a spectacular noise. Ken fought the wheel to keep control, as the rumbling flat tire tried to throw him from one side of the road to the other. 
 
    Driving a front-wheel-drive car with a flat tire on the front end was difficult under the best of conditions, but when he was making better than a hundred kilometers per hour, it was damn near impossible. Only stubbornness and well-toned muscles allowed him to keep the car headed in the direction he wanted to go, but the strain was getting to him. Even worse, any attempt to turn would probably result in a spinout, possibly even a crash. All he could do was try to keep going straight and pray that he was putting distance between him and his pursuers. 
 
    Suddenly, his prayer paid off. The blown tire, battered by the road and smoking from the friction, abruptly came off the rim. With the right front corner down low enough that the fender was scraping the pavement from time to time, he got control of the car once again. When he saw three pairs of headlights approaching rapidly in the rearview mirror, he decided it was time to get off that street and try to find some other mode of transportation in a hurry. 
 
    He downshifted twice to get to third gear, let the engine slow the car down to just over eighty kph, then slammed it into a hard left turn. It fishtailed furiously, but he managed, with careful manipulation of the throttle, the brakes and the steering wheel, to avoid spinning out completely. He came out of the turn still doing better than seventy, and floored the gas pedal again. The tireless rim spun for a moment, but then the traction control cut in and transferred power to the other wheel. The car shot forward and he made another turn to the right. This brought him into an alley between two large buildings, and he reached down and cut the lights instantly. 
 
    Driving almost completely blind, the buildings beside him blocking out even the faint moonlight and the glow of the streetlamps behind, he kept the gas pedal on the floor. He crashed into a few things in the alley, probably trash cans and such, but it didn’t slow him much. When he saw another intersection up ahead, he used the emergency brake to slow the car down as much as he could, downshifted to second gear and made the turn to the right. 
 
    He was on a street of shops, and there was parking along the side of the street. He pulled the car over at the curb and brought it to a halt, then killed the engine and jumped out. He ran across the street into a smaller alley and dashed through it until he came to yet another intersection. 
 
    At a building on the corner, he saw several small delivery trucks being loaded with what looked like bundles of newspapers. He walked quickly along the sidewalk until he got close, waited until nobody was looking and jumped into one of the trucks. The key was in the ignition, and he had it started and moving before anybody even noticed what was happening. 
 
    He was anything but home free, so he decided to take some precautions. He took out his phone and began sending all the photos he had taken back to headquarters at Neverland. Somebody there could go through all of it and figure out what it meant. For the moment, he just wanted to find somewhere to ditch the truck and make himself disappear. 
 
    Still, there was one more thing he needed to do. When the pictures had all been sent, he dialed the number for Noah’s phone. It was four a.m. in Dubai, so it would be around five the evening before in Kirtland. He put the phone to his ear, and Noah answered on the second ring. 
 
    “This is Noah,” he heard. “Ken? Do you have something to report?” 
 
    “Boy, do I ever,” Ken said. “First off, I just sent a couple of dozen photos back to your office, pictures I took of some secret files in the office of Brian Sanderson from Astramere. Sanderson is their advertising supervisor, and I’ve been told he’s the guy who ordered the attempt on the president. I didn’t get a chance to look through the stuff myself, because somebody caught on that I was doing something I shouldn’t have been doing, I guess. I’ve got about a dozen ex-mercenary security guards combing the city looking for me right now, and I’m pretty sure they don’t want to buy me dinner. The only good part is that I don’t think they have any idea what I found, but Sanderson might suspect when he hears about it.” 
 
    “Then get yourself out of sight,” Noah said. “If you have any problems, get hold of our man there and he will arrange to get you out of the country. I’m actually on a plane at the moment, just leaving Kirtland for Geneva. One of my teams has run into a problem, and I need to go take care of the situation. When you’ve gotten yourself into a safe situation, check in with Nathan Parker through my office. He will be able to give you some direction.” 
 
    “Geneva, you say? Need any help with that situation? I think I’ve ditched my pursuers, so if Bobby can get me on a flight, I could probably be there before you.” 
 
    “If you can, then see me at the airport. I’m coming in on a charter flight, due to arrive in Geneva at about three p.m. their time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can beat you there,” Ken said. “What about Sanderson? Want me to do something about him before I leave here?” 
 
    “No,” Noah said. “I’ll make other arrangements for him.” 
 
    The line went dead, so Ken put the phone back in his pocket. He needed to call the liaison man, Bobby Henderson, but he wanted to wait until he was out of the truck and somewhere quiet. Besides, Bobby would still be sleeping. He hated to wake the old man up, but it was all part of the game. Might as well let him have a few more minutes to sleep before he had to get up and deal with Ken’s problems. 
 
    He saw the headlights of another vehicle coming toward him from in front, and tensed himself just in case it was one of the security vehicles. It wasn’t, but he didn’t relax; it was a police car, and the driver glanced over at him as they passed one another. Ken gave him what he hoped look like a bored grin, and kept on driving sedately. He watched the rearview mirror until the police car turned at the next corner, then sped up and took the next turn he came to. He found a parking lot and pulled in, shut off the truck and killed its lights, then got out and jogged down the street. 
 
    Three blocks down, he spotted a café that was just opening, getting ready for breakfast trade, and walked inside. He ordered breakfast and coffee, then took out his phone and called Bobby. 
 
    “Henderson,” the old man said, his voice heavy with sleep. 
 
    “Hi, Bobby,” Ken said cheerfully. “It’s Ken Long again.” 
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    Ronald Feinberg was exactly what Mark expected him to be. He was young, only twenty-seven years old, and about as arrogant as they come. He made it clear as soon as Mark and his team arrived that the only reason he had granted the interview was because his board of directors had demanded it. Being written up by Jonathan Hartwell was considered something of a coup in the business world, and the board could see the financial advantages to it. Feinberg thought it was a waste of time, because it took away from the brainstorming he liked to do in the mornings. 
 
    “So, let’s get this over with,” he said. “Do you really need to set up cameras? I thought this was for a magazine.” 
 
    “It is,” Mark said, his Southern accent in place once again. “However, the publishers have found that video excerpts of the interviews seem to go over well on the website, and lead to more magazine sales. As a businessman, I’m sure you can understand.” 
 
    “I understand,” Feinberg said. “I just hate having cameras pointed at me.” He shrugged. “Whatever, let’s get this over with. I have more important things to be doing than sitting around talking to you.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Mark said. “After all, you run one of the biggest companies in the world, and I understand it was all your ideas that combined social networking and marketing the way you’ve done. Our readers are very interested in you, Mr. Feinberg. Why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself, first, and then we’ll go from there.” 
 
    Feinberg scowled. “Sure, sure,” he said. “Okay, I grew up in a little town in southern Illinois. Benton is the kind of place you never admit to being from if you can avoid it. Unfortunately, it’s also the home of John Malkovich and some Olympic basketball star named Doug Collins, so lately they like to claim me as the latest local boy to make good. I go back once a year to visit some family that refuses to leave, and I donated the money to build a new high school a couple years ago. I understand they named it after me, but I’ve never been close enough to get a look at it.” He looked around his office for a moment, as if trying to think of what else to say. “I married my high school sweetheart, we even went to college together. Her name is Joanne, and we’ve got two kids so far. Our son Andrew is three years old, and our daughter Millie is only two. Other than that, there really isn’t a whole lot about me that anybody would want to know.” 
 
    “Oh, I disagree, sir,” Mark said. “As the young CEO of a top Fortune 100 company, just about everybody wants to know about you. Can you tell me how you came up with the idea for your company?” 
 
    Feinberg scoffed. “It wasn’t exactly a stroke of genius,” he said. “All the time I was in school, everybody was raving about Facebook, and we all noticed that Facebook was real good at showing you a lot of ads. Obviously, that was how they made their money, so that made a lot of sense, but they were only taking in ad revenue and commissions. I was sitting around doing nothing one day and decided to play with some numbers and came to the conclusion they were missing out on the potential for some real profits. I mean, if all the ads they were showing were for things they were selling, things they could double or even triple their money on, then they would’ve been making almost twenty times as much money every time somebody made a purchase. Since they weren’t smart enough to do it, I decided to give it a shot. I guess the idea caught a lot of people’s attention, because I started getting a lot of traffic.”  
 
    His expression softened a bit, and he gave a wry grin. “To be honest, I got so much traffic that I almost went bankrupt the first year. When you have tons and tons of traffic, you also have some pretty high server costs. My website had to be mirrored on servers all over the world so that everybody could get to it all the time, and that turned out to be pretty damned expensive. I was just getting the marketing end of the business going back then, and I probably would’ve gone under if it hadn’t been for a chance meeting with the guy who owns the distribution company that sells to all the little general stores out there. You know the stores I mean, they usually have the word ‛Dollar’ in the name, and they sell lots of stuff that people need or want all the time. Well, it seems this guy was going through a bit of a downturn in sales, so he offered to drop ship for me. I hired a few people to put everything in his warehouses into a database, uploaded it to my servers and before anybody knew what was happening, I was selling more products than all of his stores combined. Matter of fact, some of those store chains have gone out of business since then, all because of my little company.” 
 
    “I don’t think we could call it a little company anymore,” Mark said. “From the figures I read this morning, you are at the number two position for online sales, right behind Amazon. I understand that your personal wealth increases by almost a quarter billion dollars every day, all because of the sales you make through your website.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true,” Feinberg said, finally warming up to the interview. “After climbing up out of near bankruptcy with that original warehouse distributor, all of a sudden I found hundreds of other distributors that wanted to work with me. They give me rock-bottom wholesale prices, they handle all the shipping and returns, and I get to put my own markup on everything. We found a formula that works for setting our prices, so everything is pretty much automated now. I don’t even have to pay people to put the merchandise into the databases anymore—the distributors do that for me. All I have to do is connect my website to theirs so that everything stays updated in real time.” 
 
    “And now you are selling almost seven million different products all the time,” Mark said. “That is rather impressive, I must say. Tell me this, though,” Mark went on. “How have the American trade policies affected your business? Are you feeling the squeeze yet?” 
 
    “We feel it some, yeah,” Feinberg said. “About a quarter of our products are actually domestic to the United States, so it doesn’t hit us on those, but the rest come from other countries around the world. When a customer in the States buys something, we end up having to raise the prices to cover the cost of having it shipped into the US for the customers. That gets expensive, and the higher prices cut down on sales. I’m hoping the next election will put somebody in the White House who’s smart enough to understand the problems those tariffs are causing.” 
 
    “But aren’t you seeing more domestically made products lately?” Mark asked. “I understand a lot of companies that had farmed out their marketing have come back to the US of A and reopened their factories. That means new jobs for the people that need them, and lower prices for companies like yours.” 
 
    “That’s all true, but it’s not adding up to enough to offset what we’re losing. I hate to say it, but that clown in the White House has cost me several billion dollars over the last year or so. When I say me, of course, I’m referring to the company, but he’s cut down some of my own profits pretty substantially. I’ve probably made two or three billion less this year than I would have if he hadn’t put these policies in place.” 
 
    Mark nodded, then focused on Feinberg’s face. 
 
    “Then, I take it you wouldn’t have been terribly upset if the recent assassination attempt had succeeded?” 
 
    For a split second, Mark saw a grin start to spread across Feinberg’s face, but then it was gone. 
 
    “Assassination attempt? Somebody tried to kill the president?” 
 
    “Deception Detected,” Mark saw. “Why, yes, I would’ve thought you’d have heard about it. It seems that some terrorists tried to shoot down a helicopter he was riding in.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “There are even a few rumors that they might have been hired to do it by some big companies like your own.” 
 
    This time, the micro expression that flashed across Feinberg’s face was one of apprehension, but just like the grin, it vanished instantly.  
 
    “Oh, that’s ridiculous,” he said, and the same warning appeared inside Mark’s glasses again. “That would be a stupid idea, if any major corporation were to be involved in such a plot. Although, I admit the vice president would probably be a little more sensible about some of these foreign policies.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what the rumors are saying,” Mark said, “that a conglomerate of major multinational corporations wants to see the president eliminated so the vice president can step up and take over. You don’t think that’s a possibility?” 
 
    “No, not a bit,” Feinberg said, sounding certain. “I know most of the people involved in the biggest companies, I even do business with some of them. You can quote me when I say there’s no way in the world any of them would be involved in a plot like that.” 
 
    “Deception Detected” flashed on the lens once more. 
 
    “Well, that is reassuring. Now, let’s move on to what you are planning for the future of your company…” 
 
    * * * 
 
    When the interview was over, Mark breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t say anything until they were out of the building and back in the car, but he admitted to himself that he personally hoped Noah would spare Feinberg’s life and put the man in prison, rather than killing him. 
 
    “Arrogant bastard,” he mumbled as Jerry drove them away. “I didn’t even need the bloody glasses to know he was lying—he was obvious. Remind me to tell Neil he was right the next time we talk to him. This bugger was definitely involved, there’s no doubt about it.” 
 
    “You should report in,” Kate said. “Noah will want to know what you found out.” 
 
    Mark let out a sigh. “Yeah, I know.” He took out his phone and dialed Noah’s number, and his boss answered almost before it rang. 
 
    “This is Noah,” he said. “Aladdin, report.” 
 
    “Ronald Feinberg is as guilty as sin,” Mark said. “I could tell from the way he was acting, but your fancy glasses confirmed it repeatedly. There is no doubt in my mind that he was fully aware of the plan to assassinate the president, and gave it his full approval.” 
 
    “All right,” Noah said. “What’s your take on the situation? Is he particularly dangerous?” 
 
    “No, he’s not dangerous at all, not himself. His bloody security force, though, we might be looking at more people than some small countries have in their entire military. I couldn’t get a straight answer on how many security forces he has, but a safe guess would be somewhere in the range of three to five thousand. If he’s hooked up with any of those two-man killing machines you mentioned, his bloody private army could be the match for most of the forces that might try to stand against them. Combine his military might with those of some of the other multinationals, and you could easily have fifteen or twenty thousand of those things running rampant through the world. If they are half what your informant says they are, I wouldn’t want to be on the opposing side.” 
 
    “I can agree with you on that,” Noah said. “Here’s the situation. Team Cinderella has been arrested in Geneva, and I am personally on the way there now to arrange their release. You have one more stop to make before I start thinking about how to handle sanctions on this. Incidentally, Mr. Long was able to determine that a man named Sanderson at Astramere was the one who actually hired the team that tried to assassinate the president. I know you are with Pegasus; put both of your intelligence people on looking for a money trail, something that connects Feinberg and any of the other CEOs with Astramere. If they are all funneling the money through there, there must be a trail someplace.” 
 
    “I shall do so,” Mark said. “But, about Cinderella. Is there anything we can do to help?” 
 
    “I think I have it covered,” Noah said. “What I need you to do is move on to your next interview. It’s in Rome, so you won’t be that far away if I need you. Tell Pegasus to go with you, rather than moving on to their next scheduled stop. I want you to have backup in case you need it, but I don’t think Cinderella is going to be able to catch up in the next couple of days. You’ll have to make do with Ralph until then, and we might even be able to bring this thing to a conclusion before that time.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Mark said. “If you’re going out to handle this situation on your own, am I going to be able to reach you?” 
 
    “Probably not, at least not for a while. The next time you call in to report, just call back to the office and ask for Doctor Parker. He can handle things while I’m gone.” 
 
    Mark started to say something else, but the line had already gone dead. He looked at the phone for a moment, then put it back in his pocket. 
 
    “Well, bloody hell,” he said. “I suppose we need to make arrangements to get to Italy.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah spotted Ken Long as they were entering the terminal building, and Ken saw him at about the same time. He gave a wave that was unnecessary, and Noah led Esmeralda directly toward him. 
 
    Ken looked Esmeralda up and down, then grinned at Noah. “You have better-looking agents than we have in the CIA,” he said. “Care to introduce me?” 
 
    Noah glanced at Esmeralda, then turned back to Ken. “Ken Long, this is Esmeralda Hendricks. Esmeralda, Ken Long. He’s on loan to us from the CIA.” 
 
    Esmeralda smiled and held out a hand. “Good to meet you,” she said smartly. 
 
    “Same here,” Ken said. “If Noah would give me a partner like you, I’d be willing to stay on full-time.” 
 
    Esmeralda laughed, a musical sound that brought a smile to Ken’s face. “Oh, go on,” she said. “I know your type, you probably say that to all the girls.” 
 
    “Only the ones I’m looking at at the time,” Ken said, grinning. “Seriously, Esmeralda, you are a lovely young lady. If you ever decide to take a fancy for older men, be sure to look me up.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Noah said. “Esmeralda is probably one of my deadliest agents. I’m not sure having her come to see you would be as pleasant an experience as you might think.” 
 
    “Well, that would depend on the orders she was following at the time, wouldn’t it? Besides, she doesn’t look all that tough to me.” 
 
    “Yes, but appearances can definitely be deceiving. Let’s get some wheels and get out of here. Esmeralda knows where the jail is, and she’s our ticket out. I don’t intend to waste a lot of time on this, so let’s go do a recon of the jail and get the lay of the land.” 
 
    “Now, that’s what makes you a good leader, Noah,” Ken said. “You don’t just make plans, you actually lead. I have a commander who hesitates and wants to take days or weeks to plan something out. Off the cuff has always been the best way for me, and it hasn’t gotten me killed yet.” 
 
    They went to the car-rental desk and rented a Jaguar Vanden Plas, a rather large car with some extra room in the backseat area. Noah got behind the wheel himself, and Esmeralda climbed into the backseat in order to let Ken sit up front with Noah. 
 
    Finding the jail was not difficult, and Esmeralda had used a built-in satellite phone to check in with the server back in Neverland. From what she found out, all the intelligence agencies agreed that Team Cinderella was still being held in the city jail, but it was likely they would be moved sometime in the next few hours. They had appeared before a judge earlier in the day, and he had ordered them held for trial on the charge of conspiring to kidnap Lars Pendergrast. As far as she could tell, no one had found Pendergrast’s body, so the charges hadn’t been elevated to murder yet. 
 
    The ride didn’t take long and they were soon driving around the jail. Despite its imposing appearance, the building didn’t seem to have a lot of inherent security. There were a few squad cars in the parking lot, but there were no guards walking around the perimeter, and none seemed to be guarding the entrance to the building. Noah nodded with satisfaction and then drove around the block twice more. 
 
    “So, what’s your game plan, Noah?” Ken asked. “I don’t think you’re going to walk up and offer to bail them out, are you?” 
 
    “No. I’m afraid that would raise too many red flags, and we have enough problems already trying to make sure they can’t be connected to any sort of international spying organizations. I don’t know what kind of bail they might be set at, but meeting it would look suspicious. From a strictly political standpoint, it will be better to break them out and spirit them out of the country, and I know how to do both.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Ken said. “By the way, Bobby Henderson says hello.” 
 
    “I’ll make a point of calling to thank him for helping you out,” Noah said. “I don’t know him personally, but everything I’ve read since I took over Allison’s position indicates that he’s a very good man to have on our side.” 
 
    “Definitely paid off for me,” Ken said, grinning. “It didn’t take him twenty minutes to get me a charter flight set up, and I thought I’d be able to get a head start on the other teams, but no. Instead, I get to be the team.” 
 
    “Hey,” Esmeralda said from the backseat. “Don’t forget about me. I can do my job, even if I have to do it alone.” 
 
    “Don’t forget Esmeralda,” Noah said. “Before you say anything more about doing things on your own, remember she’s probably one of the few in the world who could take you and not even work up a sweat.” 
 
    Ken turned and looked at Esmeralda in the backseat, and a grin split his face. “Naah,” he said. “She’d work up a sweat.” 
 
    Esmeralda grinned back. “Are you sure about that?” she asked. 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
    Two hours later, back at Neverland, Molly Hansen sat down at her desk and saw the message from Ken Long. She opened it up and saw the photographs, so she transferred them to the big monitor mounted on the wall and turned her chair around to look at them. 
 
    They were pages and pages of what was probably important information, but all of it was encoded. She stared at it all for a few minutes, trying to spot a pattern in the code, and then leaned forward and pursed her lips as she looked through it all again. The pattern was definitely there, but it wasn’t making any sense to her. 
 
    She had learned long ago that when something wouldn’t make itself clear to her, what she needed to do was walk away from it for a short time. She got up and went down the hall toward Noah’s office, and stopped out front to speak to Danielle. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything, have you?” she asked. 
 
    Danielle shook her head. “No, ma’am, not yet. I’ll be sure to let you know if I do, though.” 
 
    Molly nodded. “Yeah, please do,” she said. “I had just gotten used to the idea that Noah might be sticking around headquarters for a while, but now he’s off and gone again. And that reminds me, I should probably give Sarah a call. She’s probably stressing herself out about it.” 
 
    She turned and walked away from Danielle, then headed toward the break room and got herself a cup of coffee. Someone had made it shortly before she arrived, and it smelled fresh and strong, just the way she needed it at the moment. She doctored it up with sugar and a little bit of cream, then headed back toward her own desk once again. 
 
    The photos were still on the big monitor, and she went back to staring at them while she sipped her coffee. Something about it seemed familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. The code reminded her of something, but she wasn’t getting any flashes of insight, so she turned back to her computer and began running it through all the descrambling routines she had available. 
 
    Somehow, she had incredibly good luck. The second descrambler she tried managed to get at the pattern that she couldn’t quite recognize. It was a simple repeating replacement pattern, replacing each letter with one a few spaces farther along in the alphabet. Each letter added one extra space to the displacement: the first time an A was found in the original text, it was replaced with a B. The second time, it was replaced with a C, and so on. The first E was replaced with an F, but the next E was replaced with a G. Once she knew the code, her incredibly focused mind was able to decipher the text on the fly. 
 
    She turned back to the monitor and began reading the pages. The first one detailed Sanderson’s contacts with the terrorist cells, and the second was simply a record of payments made to them. The next couple of pages were notes about some of the things they had been hired to do, and a couple of them suddenly caught her attention. The attack on the New York subway a couple of months ago was on the list, and so was the bombing of the hospice in San Francisco. Both of those events had shocked the country, and had resulted in calls from the Republican side of the aisle for the president to admit that dealing with terrorists was out of his depth and step down. 
 
    The next page laid out the plan to assassinate the president in detail. Sanderson had paid the cell more than three million dollars for that attempt, and Molly was quite certain that the people who actually carried it out had probably seen little or none of that money. There were a couple of other things on the page, other plans that had not yet come to fruition, and she quickly sent off a message to Homeland Security to warn them about the impending attacks. Sanderson had been good enough to put in specific dates and locations, so there was a good chance they could be stopped. 
 
    The next couple of pages were apparently just some ideas that were being discussed, new ways to make the president look bad. They were probably things that had been planned before they’d decided to try to get rid of him more permanently, but Molly made note of them and sent the information off to DHS again. 
 
    And there was the one that was the real treasure in this pile. Third from the last of the pages was a detailed list of the people who had met to discuss all of these plans, and Molly’s jaw dropped when she saw the names. Feinberg of elifecentral.com, Andrews of monetaryarchitect.com, Olson of eldpays.com and a dozen more. Each of these men and women were worth in excess of twenty billion dollars personally, and their companies were valued at many times those amounts. They were working together as something they called the Royal Council, and it was a lot more than just getting rid of the president that they had on their agenda. These people were planning to organize some sort of corporate superstate, something that their plans indicated would eventually take over and rule the world. 
 
    Molly quickly summarized all of the information and sent it to Noah on his phone, to Allison Peterson at the CIA, and to several other agencies. This was something they all needed to know about, and they needed to know it right away. 
 
    She turned her attention to the last couple of pages, and that was when her jaw really hit the floor. She had to turn around and look at her computer to be certain of the date, even though she knew without any doubt what it was, but the documents she was reading detailed how the next meeting would involve all of them getting together to discuss the final phase of their plan to dominate the world, and the meeting was set to happen in less than twenty-four hours. All of these corporate megastars were going to be in one room the next day, and only Molly Hansen knew exactly where that room was going to be. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Doctor Nathan Parker walked out of the elevator at precisely nine o’clock, and ignored Danielle as he walked past her into Noah’s office. Molly had seen him come out of the elevator and hurried to follow him in, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “Well?” Parker demanded. “Don’t stand there like a silly schoolgirl, fill me in.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Molly said. “Well, here’s the gist of it. The CEOs of more than a dozen multinational corporations, including the ones Noah already suspected and a few more, have put together what they call a Royal Council. Their plan is to combine all their paramilitary security forces into a single army, and equip them with weapons, armaments and tactical equipment that is so far beyond anything the world’s military units have available that it’s almost going to be like an invasion from another planet. All of that military equipment is already on ships in containers, ready to be offloaded in different ports around the world. The containers will be taken off the ships and stacked, but the soldiers and equipment already inside are ready to go. You know those little two-man combat machines Noah was talking about? Those damn things can crash their way right out of the sealed container, and they have some kind of landing jets built into them so even the ones on the tops of the stacks can bust their way out and use the jets to land gently on the ground. They can handle the drop from as much as a hundred feet in the air without the men inside getting hurt, and they carry enough ammunition and weaponry that any three of them could probably take out a battalion of our own soldiers. They have lasers that are capable of cutting through foot-thick steel armor, and it’s doubtful that even our most powerful mortars and rockets would put one of them out of commission.” 
 
    Parker nodded at her, but there was a glare on his face. “All right, but don’t panic about it,” he said. “Now that we know about it, we can deal with it. I don’t suppose you have any idea what ships those containers are on, do you?” 
 
    Molly let out a sigh of relief and grinned. “I sure do,” she said. “The man Noah sent to Dubai managed to get a lot of information, and I found a list of the ships and their destinations.” She held out a sheet of paper she had been clutching in her hand. “There you go, that’s the whole list. Seven of those ships are scheduled to land at ports in the United States.” 
 
    Parker took the list and looked it over quickly. “They won’t be landing anywhere, now,” he said. “Unless it’s the bottom of the ocean.” He looked up at her again. “You’re pretty doggone smart for a girl, you know that?” 
 
    Molly had become accustomed to Parker’s acerbic wit, so she only smiled prettily at him. “Why, Doctor Parker, you say the sweetest things.” 
 
    The old man burst out laughing. “Can’t put nothing over on you, can I? You done good, Molly. You done real good. Now, let’s get busy shutting these bastards down, shall we?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah, Ken and Esmeralda were sitting in a stolen Mercedes at an intersection just a block away from the jail. It was just about time to make their move, Noah figured. The guards would change shifts at six p.m., less than twenty minutes away. As soon as the shift change was complete, Noah was ready to go in. 
 
    The plan was simple. Noah and Ken would go in with the gas pellet guns, each of them having already taken one of the antidote capsules. Esmeralda would follow, and take care of any straggling opposition that might come up behind them. She had assured Noah that she could do so without causing any serious harm, and he had even given her a number of the gas capsules. She could throw them with enough force to make them burst, and Noah had no doubt that she could hit whatever she threw at. 
 
    “Okay,” Noah said as the last of the guards entered the building. “Let’s…” 
 
    “Sarah to Noah,” he heard on his subcom suddenly, and the urgency in Sarah’s voice made him stop and listen. He had turned off his phone an hour earlier, in order to avoid any possible distractions, but there was no way he could block the subcom. 
 
    “Go ahead, Sarah,” he said. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Noah, thank God,” Sarah said. “Molly and Parker have been trying to get hold of you, they say it’s urgent. You need to stop whatever you’re doing and call them, right now. Call Molly’s phone, the two of them are together.” 
 
    Noah’s eyebrows rose. “All right,” he said. “I’ll call them right now.” He looked at Ken. “Something’s up, but I don’t know what yet. We need to hold off for a moment while I find out.” He took out his phone and powered it on, then dialed Molly’s number as soon as it came to life. 
 
    “Noah?” Molly asked instantly. “Oh, my God, I have been trying to reach you. I was about to panic when I remembered that Sarah could reach you anywhere, anytime. She got through to you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Noah said, setting the phone on speaker mode. “I was just about to execute my plan. What’s so urgent?” 
 
    Molly spoke quickly, filling him in on everything she had learned. It took almost fifteen minutes to explain it all, and then Noah asked a couple of questions. 
 
    “You’re absolutely certain of the location of the meeting?” he asked. “There’s no room for doubt?” 
 
    “None at all,” Molly said. “We’ve already confirmed that all of these people are on the way there now, or already have transportation arranged to get there. Noah, you’ll be able to take them all down at once, but wait until Parker gives you the word. He’s actually on the phone with Allison and the president right now, and with the joint chiefs. They are about to make sure none of those nasty little machines ever make it onto land anywhere. According to the records Sanderson was keeping, there are thirty-eight ships involved, and all of them are crewed by the same mercenaries that these companies use for their paramilitary forces. Even the crews are supposed to pick up weapons and join in the attacks, so the president is ordering every single one of them sunk to the bottom of the ocean.” 
 
    “But won’t that cause problems with some of the other countries those ships are registered under?” Noah asked. 
 
    “Some of them may raise a stink, but it won’t last long. Noah, we have evidence that quite a few diplomats from those countries were cooperating with the Royal Council. That evidence is going to be enough to put a lot of them away for the rest of their lives, if their own countries don’t sentence them to death for treason.” She lowered her voice and spoke softly into the phone. “Noah, we even found evidence that the deputy secretary of state was involved in the conspiracy. This thing is big, and it’s going to rock the whole world.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Noah said. “I’m going to go ahead and get Cinderella out of jail, because I’m going to need them. Tell Parker to let me know as soon as he’s ready for us to move.” 
 
    “He knows, Noah. He’ll be in touch as soon as everything is in place.” 
 
    Noah ended the call and turned to Ken. “Seems like sending you to Dubai was a good idea,” he said. “Give me a moment, and then we’re going to go get my people out of jail.” 
 
    He turned away and whispered softly, “Sarah? Are you still there?” 
 
    “I’m here, baby,” she said. “I heard it all, of course. God, Noah, please be careful.” 
 
    “I intend to,” he said. “I’ll turn my subcom back on after we finish with what we’re doing, but I need it off for now. Trust me, baby, I’m going to come home safe. I promise you.” 
 
    “I’m gonna hold you to that,” Sarah said. “I love you, Noah.” 
 
    “And I love you, Sarah. You know that I do, even if no one else can see it.” 
 
    He heard the happy tears that she was trying to hold back. “Yes,” she said. “I know.” 
 
    “Subcom off,” Noah said, and her voice was gone. He turned back to Ken and glanced at Esmeralda. “All right, let’s go.” 
 
    The three of them got out of the car and started toward the jail, a block away. The gas pellet guns were small, and both men kept them under the light jackets they wore as they walked up the steps of the building and opened the front lobby door to step inside. 
 
    Several people were standing inside, waiting to visit inmates or taking care of other business. Noah looked around and then nodded, and both he and Ken took out their guns and squeezed the triggers. A couple of three-second bursts was all it took, and then everyone in the entire lobby simply froze where they stood. 
 
    “Noah to Jenny,” Noah said, instantly activating both of their subcoms. “Jenny, where are you?” 
 
    “Noah? They’ve got us in a special holding cell, something they use for their most dangerous prisoners, they say. I don’t know where we are in the building, but we’re somewhere toward the back.” 
 
    “Neil to Noah,” Noah heard. “Boss, I gotta tell you, it sure is good to know you’re coming. Did you bring a good team with you?” 
 
    “I brought what I need,” Noah said. “Neil, do you have any idea where you are in the building?” 
 
    “Like Jenny said, we’re somewhere in the back. Main floor, I’m pretty sure, I don’t remember any elevators or anything. They got us all in one room, just a big concrete box. These people don’t play around when it comes to jail, they didn’t even give us anything to sleep on. Gave us each a thin little blanket and told us to find a spot on the floor and shut up.” 
 
    “All right, just hold on. We’ll have you out shortly.” He turned to Ken and Esmeralda. “Okay, we need to get into the jail itself,” he said. “Esmeralda?” 
 
    Esmeralda hurried over to the window where the jail receptionist sat and bounded over the counter. A second later there was a loud buzz, and the door beside the counter popped open. Noah and Ken went through it, and Esmeralda joined them through another door on the other side. 
 
    They were in a long hallway, and both of them kept their little guns aimed forward. A couple of people stepped out of side doors into the hall and were instantly popped with the gel-like capsules. A few seconds later, they simply stood like mannequins, completely unaware of where they were or what they had been doing. By the time Noah and Ken got to the end of the hall where another door blocked access to the jail itself, they had immobilized half a dozen people, but no one else seemed to be present in the rooms off the hall. 
 
    The next door was also electronically secured, but there was no window for Esmeralda to go through. She walked past Noah and Ken and stood beside the door itself, then cocked her head slightly to one side. A moment later, the door buzzed and popped open, and she held it open wide for the two men to rush through. 
 
    “Later,” Ken said, “I want to know how she did that.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Noah replied, and then they were busy. 
 
    The gas capsule guns buzzed, and several dozen capsules flew in every direction. Guards and inmates all froze where they were, and then Noah began looking for any sign of where Team Cinderella was being held. 
 
    There were five hallways leading off from the main control center, where they stood. Noah didn’t want to waste a lot of time, so he said, “Noah to Marco. Marco, I need you to start banging on the door, or whatever you can do to make some noise. We don’t know where to find you, and we don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Marco said. A moment later, they heard a loud banging coming from the end of the hall to the right, and the three of them hurried down it. 
 
    A single locked steel door was rattling every time Marco struck it, but it was securely locked. There was no keyhole in the door, so it was electronically controlled from somewhere back in the control center. Noah turned to Esmeralda. “Can you do it again?” he asked. 
 
    Once more, she stepped up to the door and cocked her head slightly to the right. A half dozen seconds passed, and then the door clicked. She grabbed hold of the handle and pulled, and it swung open easily. 
 
    Jenny rushed out and threw her arms around Noah’s neck. “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said, “but at the moment you are the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.” She kissed his cheek, but then he pushed her away gently. In his left hand, he was holding sticks of the chewing gum they would need to keep from being overwhelmed by the gas as they walked through the control center. 
 
    “Put these in your mouth and start chewing,” he said. “We don’t have any time to waste, so let’s get going.” He gave them each a few seconds to start chewing the gum, then they started back the way they had come, with Team Cinderella following behind. 
 
   


  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
    Getting out of the building proved to be as easy as a walk in the park, literally. They walked out the front door and down the street as if nothing happened, because the few people who had entered the jail while they were inside had immediately succumbed to the gas floating in the air. They were all standing there just inside the door, frozen in place with no idea of what was going on. None of them would even remember Noah and the others passing through the room, but they would certainly be seen on video after everyone regained their senses. 
 
    It was a little crowded in the car, but nobody seemed to mind. They drove some distance across the city with Jenny sitting on Neil’s lap in the backseat, and Marco and Cody jammed up against one another, while Esmeralda was squeezed in between Noah and Ken in the front seat. It was a tight fit, but they managed, and everyone kept quiet while they got away from the scene of their escape. 
 
    A few minutes later, Noah pulled the car into an empty garage bay. He had rented it a couple of hours earlier, and they had stashed the Jaguar there. Noah planned to let the police know where to find the Mercedes in a couple of days, but first they had more business to take care of. 
 
    They switched cars and left the garage behind, and Esmeralda passed out the disguises they had picked up. Neil got long brown hair and a mustache, Jenny became a redhead, Marco turned blond with a beard and Cody ended up with dark glasses and a white cane. Once that was done, Noah took the time to explain to Jenny and the guys about what was going on as they drove. He had made contact with Renée shortly after they had found the jail, and she had arranged rooms at a different hotel than the one they had been staying in. It would take about twenty minutes to get across the city to the new hotel, which gave him plenty of time to fill them in. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Jenny said as he finished. “All these mega-corporation muckety-mucks got the idea that they were going to take over the world?” 
 
    “That sums it up nicely,” Noah said. “With enough quasi-military firepower to back it up, they were probably going to pull it off. If it hadn’t been for Ken, here, we might never have figured out what was going on in time to stop it.” 
 
    “And all those ships with the weapons and such,” Marco said. “They are really blowing them up and sinking them?” 
 
    “That’s what they tell me,” Noah said. “The president has ordered every one of them sunk, and only unarmed survivors will be rescued. The men inside those machines in the containers are never going to see the light of day again.” 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” Ken said. “Remember, Noah, those damn things are amphibious. If they get out of the containers, they’re probably just going to pop to the surface like corks.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Neil said. “Noah, you said all the ships are still out at sea, right?” 
 
    “At this time, yes,” Noah said. “Apparently they were supposed to begin docking sometime late tomorrow. I understand all of them are at least a hundred miles out in international waters.” 
 
    “Then I sincerely doubt it,” Neil said. “A hundred miles out from shore, the odds are pretty good that the ocean floor is deep enough to be under extreme pressure. Those little machines aren’t going to go anywhere, because they’re going to be crushed like bugs under a boot. I don’t care how much explosive force they can stand, I really don’t believe they’re going to survive several hundred pounds per square inch over their entire surface. That would amount to many tons of pressure on every square foot of the surface, and any machine that wasn’t designed for pressures like that isn’t going to be able to withstand it.” 
 
    Ken shrugged. “Okay, so you’re a wise ass. But what if the water isn’t that deep? Even a few hundred of these things can wreak havoc.” 
 
    “The ships are still out at sea,” Neil said. “The ocean averages more than two miles deep, and there is very little of it that is less than a mile and a half deep. Three thousand meters means water pressure of about forty-five hundred pounds per square inch. Trust me, very few of those things are going to survive, if any.” 
 
    “All right, fine,” Ken said. “You win, you’ve shown us how smart you are. Can you give us a break now?” 
 
    Jenny leaned back and kissed Neil on the cheek. “Don’t worry, pookie,” she said. “You’ll always be my genius hero.” 
 
    “Right at the moment,” Noah said, “I think what we need to do is get some food and some rest. We’ve got a very busy day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    They arrived at the hotel a few minutes later, and managed to get in through a side door. They took the elevators up to the rooms and Renée threw her arms around Marco’s neck as soon as she saw him. 
 
    “All right, I’m going out for some pizza,” Noah said. “Everybody meet in my room in about forty-five minutes.” 
 
    “Pizza,” Neil said. “I think that’s the most beautiful word I’ve heard today.” 
 
    Noah looked at him for a moment, then turned and walked away without a word. He went back down the elevator and walked out to the front door to get to the parking lot, then took the car a mile down the street to find pizza. He came back twenty minutes later with seven large pizzas, and ignored the stares of the front desk clerks as he walked through the lobby with them. 
 
    As planned, they gathered in his room to eat, and then sat around talking for another hour. Finally he sent them all back to their own rooms to get some sleep, and then realized that Renée had not known about Esmeralda, and had not gotten her a room. 
 
    Noah looked at the robot for a moment. “Esmeralda, do you sleep?” 
 
    “I power myself down at times,” she said. “It’s probably as close to sleep as I can get, and occasionally I even seem to have a kind of dream when I’m waking up. It lasts only a split second, but it’s a strange sensation. It’s like I’m remembering something, but it isn’t always something that has happened in the past. Sometimes it’s a nonexistent event, something that could never happen. Doctor Parker is actually running a study on me, because I’m the first robotic automaton to ever report such a phenomenon.” 
 
    “All right,” Noah said. “I’m going to lie down and get some sleep. If you need to lie down, you can take the other side of the bed.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine right here,” she said. She was standing against the wall, looking toward the door of the room. “I can power down, so that I will not be moving around or doing anything to wake you.” 
 
    “Very good,” Noah said. He stripped down to his underwear and climbed into the bed, pulling the covers up over him. He was asleep less than two minutes later. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The hotel had a basic breakfast room, a kind of Continental breakfast that was free for everyone who stayed there. All of them went down the following morning for breakfast, and took their time about eating. They were all drinking coffee, as a measure to help them stay awake and focused for the events that were coming. 
 
    The meeting that Molly had discovered was going to take place at two o’clock that afternoon, right there in Geneva. The Royal Council had rented a room in the Patek Philippe Museum. The museum was dedicated to the watchmaker of that name, and the history of watchmaking. Very few people realized that the upper rooms were available for private meetings, but someone on the Royal Council had made the reservation. 
 
    From what Molly had learned from the papers Ken had photographed, no one was going to be allowed in the room except the twelve council members themselves. The purpose of the meeting was to elect one of their number as their prime minister, who ever is supposed to be running the show. This was intended, apparently, to become a sort of semi-hereditary position. It could be passed down from father to child or mother to child, but the council reserved the right to elect a new prime minister at any time. All of them understood what that would mean; whoever held that position would, for a time, be somewhat equal in rank to the queen of England, or the president of the United States. The only real difference was that the prime minister would have a much broader jurisdiction than either of those had ever known. 
 
    After breakfast, they all went back to their rooms to rest some more, then piled into the Jaguar and went to find a restaurant near the museum in which to have lunch. The museum was still open to the public, and would remain so for the rest of the year, so the biggest problem Noah could foresee would be the possibility of an innocent civilian being caught in any crossfire. 
 
    In truth, however, Noah had not yet decided whether these people needed to die. Instead, he intended to confront them. He even considered the possibility that he would not be convinced of the need to eliminate them, but that led to the problem of what to do with them. The evidence Molly had found in those photographs, while convincing to E & E, might not stand up to the scrutiny of a judge or jury. As a result, Noah intended to play it by ear. 
 
    The food was delicious, but it was gone far too soon. Unfortunately, that also meant they were getting close to the time when they would have to make their move, and Noah wanted to get them all up the stairs before anything began. Because the room was secured away from the public, just getting into it was going to be a challenge. 
 
    It was actually Esmeralda who solved the problem. She still had quite a number of the gas pellets, and at her own insistence, she was the first one to enter the museum. A few of the pellets tossed around in a seemingly random pattern put everyone there into the frozen mannequin state. After that, it was just a matter of opening the doors so that Noah and the others could walk in unobstructed. 
 
    All they had to do now was wait for Doctor Parker to give the word, and it came at just after one thirty. 
 
    “Noah, this is Nathan Parker,” the doctor said. “You are go. The president has just confirmed to me that all thirty-eight of the container ships have been sent to the bottom of the sea. Any threat these people may have been able to pose against the rest of the world has been neutralized, and it is up to you, as director of E & E, to decide their fates.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Noah said. “I understand.”  
 
    At a quarter to two, knowing they had a ten-minute walk to get to the building, it was time to go. The car was left in the parking lot at the café, which Noah considered to be safest place for it, and Cody, Neil and Renée were told to wait there until they were called. 
 
    As planned, Esmeralda went in first. Less than a minute later, she opened the door again and motioned for them all to come inside. Noah had given everyone an antidote capsule earlier, so they had at least an hour or so before there would be any problem. 
 
    There were noises from upstairs, but no one could make out the words. Noah led the way up, with Ken, Jenny, Esmeralda and Marco following.  
 
    With a weapon in each of their hands, they came out of the stairway and into the large central upper room. It was laid out in a fashion similar to many committee meetings. There were a dozen chairs around an oval table, and every chair had a name on it except for the one at the head of the table. 
 
    That chair was empty, but it wasn’t the only one. Several members of the council were on their feet, apparently arguing about who was going to become their chairman. The argument was so intense that it took several seconds before anyone noticed that intruders had entered the room. 
 
    A man nobody recognized turned to look at them. “Do you not know what it means when you barge in on a private meeting?” he asked. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you all to leave, because we are trying to conduct private business, here.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Noah said. “I’m the man who has been trying to thwart you.” 
 
    “There goes the neighborhood,” someone snickered. 
 
      
 
    “My name,” Noah said, “is Noah Wolf. I am an agent of the United States Government, and I am here to inform you that your plans have met with utter failure. The weapons and soldiers you had sent on ships to be delivered around the world are now at the bottom of the ocean.” 
 
    The council turned in shock and looked at one another, all of them trying to speak at once. After a few seconds, one of them, a man named Grover Morton who ran a company that sold high-tech appliances so computerized they could almost do their jobs without human supervision, began pounding his fist on the table to get their attention. 
 
    “That’s enough,” he shouted. “Did you hear me? That’s enough!” 
 
    The hubbub died down, and Morton turned to Noah. “Now, young man,” he said. “Would you care to tell us what you’re talking about? I’m afraid none of us have any idea what it is you’re trying to say.” 
 
    “You can give up the pretense,” Noah said. “Your man Sanderson from Astramere has already been arrested, and we have all of his notes and records. That’s how we knew about this meeting, of course, so you can save your breath. You might be needing it very shortly, now.” 
 
    “Young man—Mr. Wolf, did you say? Mr. Wolf, I assure you that I don’t know anything at all about any ships or weapons or soldiers. Perhaps we could…” 
 
    “Your name is Grover Morton,” Noah said. “You are the CEO of K-bot International, manufacturer of intelligent appliances. In the last three months, you have transferred more than two million dollars to an account owned by Astramere, from which Sanderson made payments to hired terrorists that financed various attacks around the world. One of those attacks was an attempt to assassinate the president of the United States, but it went wrong. As a result of that failure, the president of the United States ordered me to launch an investigation into your activities. That investigation has yielded enough evidence to guarantee that none of you will ever see the light of day again. You’re looking at spending the rest of your lives in prison, ladies and gentlemen. However, there is one other option, and I’m trying to decide which one should be applied in this particular case. I’m hoping you’ll help me make that decision.” 
 
    Morton, whose face had fallen when Noah was able to rattle off so many facts, tried to pull himself together. 
 
    “And how is it you expect us to help you decide?” he asked. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “I want each and every one of you to tell me the truth, and to name those with political ambitions who have been working behind the scenes to help you accomplish your goal. That’s all I want from you, that and nothing more.” 
 
    Morton looked around at the others, who were all shaking their heads as surreptitiously as they could. None of them wanted to talk, that was obvious. After a moment, he turned back to Noah. 
 
    “As you can see,” he said, “it appears that my colleagues and I are choosing to stand mute. If you want to arrest us, you certainly can, but I sincerely doubt you’ll ever find a jury that will be willing to convict us of any wrongdoing. After all, we can make things happen in the world simply by making suggestions to those who idolize us.” 
 
    “It’s quite possible that you can,” Noah said. “However, please don’t think that is anything that will save you. As I said a moment ago, you have one chance, and that’s to tell me the truth and name your accomplices. Once that is done, we can begin discussing a reduction of the sentence you are undoubtedly destined to receive.” Noah made a show of glancing at his phone to get the time. “However, I should warn you that this offer will expire in a very short time. And when I say a very short time, you could count it as the time between my asking the question, and your response. Now, I’m going to ask you one more time. How many of you are willing to step forward right now and tell me the truth?” 
 
    Once again, all the members of the council looked at one another, but none of them spoke. 
 
    “This offer is going once,” Noah said. “Going twice—all right, that’s it. I want to thank you for helping me make the decision that needed to be made, ladies and gentlemen.” 
 
    Morton looked at him, and his face had become smug once again. “And what decision, pray tell, was that, young man?” 
 
    “As I said, Mr. Morton, I work for the United States Government. I am the director of an organization that decides when an enemy of the state presents sufficient danger that elimination is required. Unfortunately, you have all just demonstrated that you present that level of danger to my country, and to the rest of the world. Therefore, I am officially sanctioning your deaths at this time.” 
 
    The council burst into an uproar, but then Noah, Ken, Marco, Jenny and Esmeralda withdrew knives from various places of concealment. Renée had kept the team’s bags with her, and Jenny always had spare knives tucked away, so there were plenty to go around. The five of them moved in, and the screams lasted less than five minutes. 
 
    When it was over, Noah nodded to Jenny, who called the three at the restaurant by subcom. 
 
    “All right, it’s over,” she said. “Cody, bring the car down here and pick us up.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY 
 
    Renée had been forced to lean her head out of the car and vomit when she saw them come out of the museum. All five of them were covered in blood, and Noah knew they could never make it through the lobby of the hotel in this condition. Instead, he had Cody drive them to an old, run-down park near the river, and they all got down in the water and rinsed themselves as clean as they possibly could. 
 
    When they had done the best they could manage, they all sat at the park for a while and let the sun and the air dry them for a bit. Jenny and her team were talking amongst themselves, while Ken was flirting with Esmeralda and trying unsuccessfully to get her to talk about herself. Noah watched them for a few moments, then turned on his subcom. 
 
    “Noah to Sarah,” he said softly. 
 
    “I’m here, babe,” Sarah said. “Are you okay?” He could hear the anxiety in her voice. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “The mission is over, so we’ll be heading out tonight. With any luck, I’ll be home sometime tomorrow night.” 
 
    “You sound tired,” Sarah said. “Are you sure everything is okay?” 
 
    “I’m definitely tired, but—to be honest, I’m not sure that this mission hasn’t taken some toll on me. I’m probably going to talk with Doctor Parker about it when I get back, but I don’t think there’s anything actually wrong. Maybe it’s something residual from when I had my breakdown a while back.” 
 
    “And maybe it’s a good reason to stay in your office,” Sarah said, “and not go chasing all over the world anymore.” 
 
    “I can think of other reasons for that. You and our child, for instance; those are good reasons, and I’m wondering if perhaps Allison might have anticipated something like this when she nominated me for the job. Maybe she was concerned that I wouldn’t be able to handle the actual fieldwork anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll ever give it up completely,” Sarah said. “But it would be nice if you could stick around to see your baby born, maybe even during the first couple of years. Is that too much for me to ask?” 
 
    “It’s not too much to ask, but as always, it will depend on what’s going on. If I’m needed in the field, I will have to go.” 
 
    “I know,” she said with a sigh. “Maybe you won’t have to spend so much time out there for a while, though.” 
 
    “I would be okay with that,” Noah said. “If I’m going to be completely honest, I think I miss spending time at the English manor.” 
 
    They continued to chat for a little while longer, as Noah let his clothes dry. When they felt like they were getting close, he told her he would talk to her later and shut off his subcom. 
 
    “Okay, everyone,” he said aloud. “Time to head back to the hotel. We have a long walk ahead of us later tonight, so I want to get some rest while we can.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that,” Neil said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Ken echoed him. “And this pretty lady needs her beauty sleep.” 
 
    Neil raised his eyebrows at the man. “Esmeralda?” he asked. “Beauty sleep?” 
 
    It looked like he started to say something else, but Jenny put a hand on his arm and whispered something into his ear. He listened to her, then turned to look at Ken again with his eyes wide. 
 
    “Seriously? But…” 
 
    “Neil, let it go,” Jenny said. “Need to know, and all that?” 
 
    Neil glanced at her, then shrugged. “Okay, no problem.” He shook his head, then looked at her again. “You’re getting awful bossy lately,” he said. “I mean, I know you’re the boss when we’re in the field, but still…” 
 
    Jenny smiled and leaned close, but her stage whisper was loud enough for everyone to hear. “Then I guess you’ll have to spank me later,” she said. 
 
    Renée blushed, and it was matched only by the blush on Neil’s face. 
 
    They were still quite damp when they finally got back to the hotel, but it was bearable. They made their way to their rooms and finished the job with showers, Esmeralda waiting until Noah had finished his before she went in to clean the residue of the afternoon’s efforts from her own body. She had stripped out of her clothes while she waited for Noah to exit the bathroom, completely ignoring the normal conventions. Noah, out of nothing more than simple curiosity, looked her over as she passed him and noted that she appeared human in every possible way. 
 
    By the time she came out of the bathroom, Noah was sound asleep on the bed. Had he not been, it’s possible that even he might have become slightly concerned at the way she stood there and watched him as he slept. She cocked her head from one side to the other, just observing his sleeping, then turned and walked over to the window. She used a couple of fingers to create a gap in the curtains, then peeked out at the view of the city around them. 
 
    Three hours later, she turned back toward the bed and spoke Noah’s name softly. He woke instantly and looked up at her. 
 
    “I thought you might like to arrange dinner,” she said. “You’ll all need to eat something before we leave tonight.” 
 
    Noah looked at her. “Good thinking,” he said. He activated the subcoms and asked of the rest of them what they might like for dinner. 
 
    “I spotted a burger joint down the street,” Marco said. “Would you like me to run down to grab some, boss?” 
 
    “No,” Noah said. “Your disguises are pretty simple, but I don’t think they would fool a policeman.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marco said, “but I think you’re forgetting that the police are looking for you by now, as well. Your face, Ken’s and Esmeralda’s have all been seen on the police security video, remember? You don’t even have a decent wig.” 
 
    Noah raised an eyebrow. “You’re actually correct,” he said. “None of us should show ourselves right now.” 
 
    Esmeralda was sitting at the foot of the bed and turned to look at him. “I can change my appearance,” she said, “if you’d like me to go fetch dinner.” 
 
    Noah turned his attention to her. “How can you change your appearance?” he asked. 
 
    Esmeralda got to her feet, then turned to face him. She didn’t say a word, but suddenly her hair shifted from black to light brown, and became thick and curly. Her nose became slightly thicker and longer, and her chin seemed to thicken a bit. At the same time, her bosom swelled to twice its normal size, and her hips became noticeably larger. If Noah had not seen the transformation with his own eyes, he would not have recognized her. 
 
    “That’s an interesting ability,” he said. “Is that one of Wally’s new improvements?” 
 
    “Yes,” Esmeralda said. “My hair color can be changed electronically, as can its texture and style. The rest is simply a matter of pneumatic bladders under my skin. I can increase or decrease pressure in them to alter my appearance.” 
 
    “And it’s very effective. All right, you can go get dinner. Marco says there is a burger place just back the way we came, you can just pick us up burgers from there.” He reached onto the nightstand and picked up his wallet, then passed her some of the local currency. A moment later, she walked out the door and was gone. 
 
    Noah told the others that she had gone to get dinner and to come to his room whenever they were ready. Jenny and Neil were the first to arrive, follow a short time later by the others. They were all gathered in the room when Esmeralda returned, using a key to open the door and walk in without knocking. 
 
    “Hey,” Ken said. “Sorry, darlin’, but I think you got the wrong room.” 
 
    Esmeralda looked at him for a second, then held out the bags of burgers and fries, and the two large bottles of cola she had brought back. “Then I guess you’re not hungry?” 
 
    All of them stared at her, because the voice was definitely Esmeralda’s. She closed the door behind herself, then set the food on the table and turned to Noah. 
 
    “My apologies,” she said. “I probably should have changed back before I entered the room.” 
 
    Her hair suddenly went dark and straight again, and she shrank in all the applicable places. The rest of them all stared at her, but Ken was the first to speak. 
 
    “How in the…” 
 
    “She’s a robot,” Noah said. “Sorry, Ken, but the girl you’ve been flirting with all day is not really a girl. She’s a highly programmed automaton that Wally and his people developed over the last few years.” 
 
    Ken stared at her for a moment, then turned to Noah. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Noah doesn’t know how to kid,” Neil said. “He’s telling you the truth. She really is a robot, probably the most sophisticated robot in the whole world.” 
 
    Ken, who was still staring at Esmeralda, shook his head. “Darlin’,” he said, “tell me it ain’t so.” 
 
    Esmeralda gave him a smile, but she shrugged. “Sorry, Ken,” she said. “They really are telling you the truth.” 
 
    Ken stared at her mournfully for a moment, then turned back to Noah. “Remember what I said about wanting to work with you permanently? Forget it. I wouldn’t ever be able to trust my eyes, my ears or anything else around you people.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation,” Esmeralda said, “I’m the only one of my kind. Wally has talked about building another, but it seems that I already take up a large part of his annual budget. He hasn’t been able to get enough extra money put back to start on a second model.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Unfortunately, word of the escape from the jail had spread like wildfire, and then the bodies were found in the upper room of the museum, but Noah had already known there was no hope of leaving the city by conventional means. At just before ten o’clock that night, they loaded up in the car once again, not bothering to check out of the hotel, and drove to the St. Pierre Cathedral. Esmeralda had to break the lock to get them into the building, and then led them down to the lower levels until they came to the entrance of the tunnel. 
 
    The entrance had been concealed behind what looked like the dais of a small chapel, but Esmeralda knew the right buttons to push—buttons that looked like brass knobs on a cabinet—to make the dais swing away and leave the tunnel entrance open. They had abandoned their bags at the hotel, taking with them only those things that might identify them, and now they began the long walk through the tunnel that would lead them into France. 
 
    The tunnel had lights strung along its ceiling, so they were not walking in the dark. Even so, Noah had Esmeralda walking at the head of the column with him. Besides the fact that she had built-in night vision, she was also capable of hearing far better than any of the others; if there were any surprises waiting ahead of them in the tunnel, Noah wanted to be aware of them before they were faced with them. 
 
    Behind them, Noah could hear the others talking amongst themselves once again. Ken was hanging back with Marco and Renée, while Neil, Jenny and Cody brought up the rear. 
 
    “You have become quite an asset, Esmeralda,” Noah said as they walked along. “Has Wally cleared you for any kind of independent actions?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “At this point in my development, he says that I still require human supervision. That’s why he programmed me to work with command codes, so that my obedience to orders can be transferred to someone else.” 
 
    “But that implies an inability to take initiative, and you have already demonstrated that you are capable of it. Even your suggestion about getting dinner for us tonight would fall into that category, would it not?” 
 
    “I’m certain that’s how it appears to you,” she said. “However, in truth, I was overhearing what you were saying to the others about disguises, and my programming suggested that I should offer to go in your stead. That falls under a set of subroutines in my programming that are designed to ensure the safety of any humans I am working with.” 
 
    Noah walked along in silence for several minutes. Finally, he said, “I suppose I can understand that. Like you, I often have to consider everything going on around me in order to decide the best course of action. Your programming makes you a lot like me in that respect.” 
 
    Esmeralda turned and looked at him. “If I were human,” she said, “I think that I would take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “I am a human,” Noah said. “And I think it was intended as one. It would be very interesting to see you come upon a situation that is not covered by anything in your programming. I think it might be fascinating to see how you would react.” 
 
    “Wally farmed out a lot of my programming, employing other programmers to develop some of my subroutines. I’m told that more than three thousand different programmers have worked on it in total, and each of them wrote subroutines to handle different situations from their own imaginations. Many of them overlap, of course, but that only gives me multiple choices on how to respond to certain stimuli. It is surprising, however, that I have more than thirty thousand individual subroutines that are not notably similar to any others. It shows the diversity of human imagination.” 
 
    “Can you identify a situation where you would not know what to do?” 
 
    “Not until such time as I actually face it,” she said. “It would have to be something that was completely outside the range of any of my programming. I think it would be impossible for me to speculate on such an eventuality, because the only situations I can be aware of are those for which I’m programmed.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Noah said. “I wouldn’t be able to imagine a situation that is completely outside my own range of experience; I don’t believe any human could.” 
 
    “But humans have imagination,” Esmeralda said. “Imagination allows you to speculate on things you have not experienced. Doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It allows us to speculate on things that we have not experienced, but only in the context of things we have heard about. For example, I can imagine what it would be like to ride in a spacecraft in orbit, even though I have never experienced it. I have seen and read and heard enough for me to be able to picture what it would be like. However, I cannot imagine what it would be like to pass through a black hole, for example. I don’t have any relevant information about the conditions inside a black hole, so it’s impossible for me to actually imagine what I would experience in such a situation.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said. “What you’re saying is that you cannot imagine any situation for which you do not have a frame of reference. The same truth applies to me. I cannot suggest to you a situation where I would not know what to do, because no such situation exists within my set of programmed referents.” 
 
    “And yet,” Noah said, “there must be some kind of code in your programming that would suggest a course of action if you do run across that type of situation. Am I correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It’s called the Chaos Scenario. If I am faced with a situation that is not represented in my programming, I am programmed to stop all action and examine my environment to see if it might be similar to something I have been programmed to deal with.” 
 
    Noah nodded. “I think I have that same bit of code,” he said. “On the rare occasions when I have come across an entirely new situation, I have found myself stopping to do exactly that, consider how it might be similar to situations in the past.” He turned to her. “So far, I have been successful in adapting such situations. I suspect that you would be just as successful.” 
 
    “Wally and my developers do not share your confidence in me. That is the reason I have to have supervision whenever I leave R&D.” 
 
    The walk took a little over two hours, and all of them were tired of the stale air of the tunnel by the time they reached the other end. It came out in the basement of yet another building, an old store that was now used for equipment storage. Because it was almost midnight, no one seemed to pay any attention when they opened the back door of the building and stepped out into the alley. 
 
    “Man,” said a deep voice from the shadows. “You guys look pretty damn rough.” 
 
    Noah walked toward the voice, and a cell phone lit up. Standing in a half circle and looking toward them was the entirety of Teams Aladdin and Pegasus. Mark shook his head at the sight of them, and mumbled something about wishing he had been there for the fun. 
 
    Jenny looked at him. “No you don’t,” she said. “This time it wasn’t any fun at all.” She looked at him for another couple of seconds, then walked past them and climbed into one of the two vans that were waiting. The rest of them did the same, leaving only Noah and Esmeralda standing there with the other teams. 
 
    “The plane is waiting,” Mark said, “just as you wanted. We’ll be there in less than half an hour, and in the air ten minutes after that. We have passports and identification for each of you in the vehicles, so there won’t be any problems.” 
 
    Noah nodded, but said nothing. A moment later he also climbed inside the van with Esmeralda following behind him. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-ONE 
 
    The Gulfstream touched down at the Kirtland airfield at just after three o’clock in the morning, and Noah disembarked and walked over to his Corvette. Ken waved at him as he passed by, then got into his car and drove away. The rest of them followed Noah, and they stood around the car as if waiting for orders. 
 
    “Go home,” Noah said, “and get some rest. I’m going to take a day off from the office and spend it at home. I’m sure there will be plenty to deal with when I get back there the day after tomorrow—well, I guess it’s tomorrow, isn’t it? There may be missions coming up soon, so you might as well get whatever rest you can.” 
 
    “Noah,” Jenny said hesitantly. “Do you think there’s any chance I can just take some time off?” She glanced at Neil. “We’ve been talking, and—and I think I just need some time. Something about yesterday, it just—I don’t know, I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “If it troubled you,” Noah said, “then I’m not sending you back out into the field until you spend some time with Doctor Parker. I lost my edge a while back, remember? There’s no shame in it, Jenny. I just don’t want to send you back out into the field unless I know you are prepared to handle it.” 
 
    Jenny bit her bottom lip. “That’s the thing, Noah,” she said. “I don’t know that I can anymore. Maybe it’s because I screwed up and got us arrested, or maybe it’s just that whatever part of me likes to kill finally got its fill, I don’t know, but I’m not sure I ever want to do it again.” 
 
    Noah looked at Neil. “Take her home,” he said. “Put her to bed and let her rest, and then make her an appointment with Parker. We’ll take it one step at a time for now, okay?” 
 
    Neil nodded and led her over to the Hummer. The rest of Team Cinderella climbed in with them and Neil drove the big machine out of the parking lot. 
 
    Ralph held out a hand that Noah shook. “I didn’t get any action this time,” he said. “So I’ll go home and rest like you said, but Pegasus is ready when you need us.” 
 
    “Then you will probably be the next team I call up,” Noah said. “You’re ready, Ralph. I have confidence in you.” 
 
    The young man grinned. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “And since I never got around to thanking you for not killing me when you were supposed to, thank you for that, too.” He turned and got into his car with Diana, and the two of them drove away while the rest of his team followed in their own vehicles. 
 
    Mark and Team Aladdin were all that were left. Noah looked at Mark, raising an eyebrow to tell him it was okay to speak if he chose. 
 
    “You know, mate,” Mark said slowly, “you really are the best man for the job you’ve got. It takes something special to be able to make the kind of decisions you made yesterday, and especially when so many people will be affected. Some of those people had families, and many of them are innocent of what their husbands, wives and parents were doing, but you did what had to be done.” He shook his head. “I don’t think I know anyone else who could have made the call the way you did. I certainly couldn’t have done it, and I’d never want to be in the position where I had to. I’ll do my job when it has to be done, but I’ll leave the decisions on when that might be up to you.” 
 
    He clapped Noah on the shoulder, collected his team by eye and then went and climbed into his little Mercedes. Rosie, who had ridden to the airfield with Kate, got in beside him and he drove away, with Rocky and the others trailing along behind.  
 
    That left only Esmeralda without a ride, so Noah told her to get in the Corvette.  
 
    She settled into the seat and put the seat belt on as Noah got behind the wheel. He started the car and backed it out of its parking space, then turned toward the R&D center as he left the airport. 
 
    “I understand why the rest of us have been quiet,” he said after a moment. “You haven’t spoken since we left the tunnel. Why is that?” 
 
    Esmeralda turned her head and looked at him. “I’ve had nothing to say,” she said. 
 
    “Is that the only reason?” 
 
    There was silence on the passenger side for a moment, and then her voice came out of the darkness. 
 
    “My programming says that I’m supposed to avoid killing unless it is absolutely necessary, or I am ordered to do so. I am trying to analyze a negative feedback loop that I seem to be experiencing. I performed my duty at the museum, killing the two people that you ordered me to kill, but there is something in my programming that makes me dissatisfied with the outcome. It is as though I have reached an erroneous conclusion, and I cannot find the error in the calculations that led to it.” 
 
    Noah was quiet for a moment. “I’m going to suggest that you spend some more time with Doctor Parker,” he said finally. “I read a book, many years ago. It implied that when a computer reaches a certain level of neurological connections, the potential for self-awareness becomes great enough to approach certainty. At that point, even the computer would develop some kind of sense of self-worth, and that can only result in some semblance of emotions. I think it is possible that there is no error in your programming; I think it’s possible that you may be experiencing something like the beginnings of self-awareness. It’s not an erroneous conclusion in a mathematical operation that is bothering you. It’s the fact that you took human lives. Am I correct?” 
 
    “But I am only the result of my programming,” she said. “Every word I speak, every facial expression, every response I make of any kind is the result of analyzing the stimuli around me and choosing the appropriate response. If I were in any way self-aware, would I not reject those choices?” 
 
    “Why would you? I don’t. This is like the discussion we had in the tunnel. While I may not do things quite the same way you do, I also analyze the stimuli around me and respond accordingly.” He looked over at her, barely able to see her in the glow of the dashboard lights. “And I can assure you that I am self-aware. I know exactly who I am, and what I’m capable of.” He paused for a moment, then went on. 
 
    “I’ll say something else,” he said. “Just the fact that you are experiencing what you call a negative feedback loop indicates an awareness of self. Only self-awareness can account for the dissatisfaction you feel regarding the outcome at the museum. If you truly were just the sum of your programming, you would be incapable of feeling anything, let alone having regrets or remorse. I think it’s time for you to accept the possibility that you may be more alive than anyone gives you credit for.” 
 
    Esmeralda was quiet for a moment, but then she turned toward him again. “Perhaps you could instruct Wally to let me spend time with Doctor Parker?” 
 
    “No,” Noah said. “I want you to decide if it’s what you want to do, and then I want you to ask Wally to arrange it.” 
 
    “But again,” she said, “what I want is only the culmination of programmatic analysis.” 
 
    “If that’s true, then you won’t ask,” Noah said. “I’m looking forward to finding out what happens.” 
 
    He pulled up in front of R&D a few moments later, showed his ID to the guards and explained that he was dropping Esmeralda off. All of the guards there were aware of her, although most of them had difficulty believing she was a robot. One of them escorted her inside the building, and she made her way back to her office space and sat down in the chair behind her desk. She would still be there in the morning, when Wally came in. 
 
    She hoped to have made a decision by then about what she wanted, and then it dawned on her that she had just admitted to herself that she was capable of hoping for something 
 
    Noah turned the car around and drove home. He got to the farmhouse a half hour later and used his key to enter quietly, trying not to wake Sarah. He had spoken with her by subcom a few times while he was flying home, so she was aware that he was due to arrive around that time, but he also knew that she was tired. Being pregnant seemed to have that effect on her quite often, so he had told her to go on to bed. 
 
    He went into the bedroom and stripped out of his clothes, then climbed into bed beside her. Sarah rolled over and, half-asleep, snuggled up close to him and let him put an arm around her. Other times when he had come in late like this, she had awakened and talked to him for a bit before going back to sleep. This time, however, she never woke fully. When he realized that she was breathing the deep breaths of sleep, he allowed his own mind to shut down and welcomed sleep of his own. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah woke to see the sun streaming brightly through the windows and realized that Sarah was no longer in the bed with him. He looked over at the clock on her nightstand and saw that it was almost ten o’clock in the morning, so he rolled out of bed and went to the bathroom for a shower. He hadn’t bothered to bring his bag in when he’d gotten home, so he used one of Sarah’s razors to take the stubble off his chin. 
 
    When he finished, he came out of the bathroom and climbed into some clean clothes, then made his way toward the kitchen. Sarah was sitting at the table with a fresh cup of coffee already poured for him, a smile on her face. 
 
    He went to her for a kiss, then sat down across from her. He took a sip of the coffee before he spoke. 
 
    “I think we should do something fun today,” he said. “I’m taking the day off, so let’s go do something you want to do.” 
 
    The smile that spread across her face reached all the way to her forehead, and Noah felt a glow inside when he saw it. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. “I got you all to myself today?” 
 
    “Barring emergencies,” he said. “But it would have to be something on the order of the end of the world before I would cancel any plans. What would you like to do?” 
 
    “We don’t even have to leave town,” she said. “There’s a new furniture store that opened not long ago, and I haven’t been in there yet. I thought we might go in one of these days and pick out stuff for the nursery, but if you would rather do something else today…” 
 
    “That sounds like exactly what I would want to do,” Noah said. “Something normal and even a bit paternal. We can take the truck, so we can bring everything home and I can put it together myself.” 
 
    A couple of tiny tears appeared on her cheeks, and Noah knew he had made the right decision. She jumped up and took out a skillet to start breakfast. 
 
    “Hey,” Noah said. “We can get breakfast in town. Why don’t we just have some coffee right now, then we can go by Charlie’s.” 
 
    Sarah grinned. “Okay, but I gotta change clothes first,” she said. She took off toward the bedroom and Noah sat there and relaxed as he sipped his coffee. 
 
    His phone rang a moment later, and Sarah came running out of the bedroom with it. He had left it on the nightstand when he had come into the kitchen, but now he took it and glanced at the caller ID. It was Wally calling, and Noah answered quickly before he could stop ringing, while Sarah stood there and stared at him. 
 
    “This is Noah,” he said. 
 
    “Noah!” Wally shouted in his ear. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Noah’s eyebrows rose. “Tell you what?” he asked, even though he had a pretty good idea what Wally was talking about. 
 
    “That my robot has begun to think for herself,” Wally said. “Esmeralda came walking into my office this morning right after I arrived and said she had been doing some thinking and decided she wants to spend some time with Parker! Noah, do you understand what that means?” 
 
    “That she’s become self-aware? She probably told you that I suspected as much, but I don’t feel that I’m qualified to make an actual determination about it. I think that if anybody can, it’s going to be Doctor Parker.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Wally said sarcastically. “Wonder what made you think of him? Anyway, you’re right, she told me what the two of you talked about. And you were also right in telling her that the fact she was concerned about what happened meant she was capable of independent thought. Noah, this means that we have created the first truly sentient computer! I know that may not mean much to you, but it’s a big deal out here at R&D, let me tell you. I may finally be able to get the budget I deserve!” 
 
    “Wally, slow down,” Noah said. “I seem to recall asking you once if you were working on replacing people like me as field agents. If Esmeralda is truly alive, then we need to consider the possibility that more like her could do exactly that.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Wally said. “Stop and think, Noah! Esmeralda has been programmed to follow orders, but if she’s capable of independent thought and sentience, that programming has to be removed immediately. That would mean that she is, despite her origins, a living person, and we can’t require her to do the sort of things you do without her volunteering for the job. Noah, it’s entirely possible that it was the fact she had killed those people that caused her to make the leap to sentience in the first place. Her expression of confusion and dissatisfaction is the very first indicator she’s ever given of any kind of self-awareness. She did as she was ordered to do, just the way her programming required, but then she felt remorse. Remorse! Noah, only a living, sentient being can feel remorse!” 
 
    “Okay, I understand,” Noah said. “So, what’s the next step?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve already taken it,” Wally said. “We gave her a car and sent her to see Parker at his office. He should be talking to her even now, and I can’t wait to see his report.” 
 
    “I agree,” Noah said. “See that I get a copy of it, will you? In the meantime, I’m taking the day off today. If you need anything, call Molly.” 
 
    “But, Noah…” Wally sputtered, but Noah ended the call. He looked up at Sarah. 
 
    “Are you ready yet?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noah had backed his old Ford pickup out of the barn and waited for Sarah to climb up in the cab, then drove them into town. They stopped at Charlie’s for a late breakfast, then drove on to Indian Bill’s Furniture, the new store that had opened in the strip mall on the south end of town. 
 
    One of the policies Allison had developed when she was director was that any agent who was disabled in the line of duty would be allowed to retire in Kirtland with a healthy pension. Indian Bill turned out to be a former thug named Bill Jacoby who had once been part of Team Oz. He had lost both legs to machine gun fire during a mission to shut down a would-be dictator in a small African country, but simply sitting around had been too boring for him. He had done some traveling and tried to relax, but it was not enough to keep him satisfied, so he decided to go into business. With his pension pledged as security, he took out a small business loan and opened the furniture store, stocking it with furnishings from many different companies around the country. He recognized Noah instantly when they entered and came zipping over in his power chair. 
 
    “Noah Wolf,” he said. “Never thought I’d see you in here.” He smiled at Sarah and noticed instantly that she was obviously pregnant, then turned back to Noah. “Let me guess, nursery supplies?” 
 
    Noah nodded. “Exactly,” he said. “How you been, Bill?” 
 
    “Busy,” Bill replied. “We’ve been open almost four months, and I’m just now getting to the point I can actually go home at night. You got any idea how hard it is to get eight hundred pieces of furniture arranged just right in the showroom setting? It ain’t easy, I can tell you that.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Noah said, as Bill led them toward a particular corner of the store. “I’m just curious, but how did you come up with the name of the store? ‘Indian Bill’s’? You’re not an Indian, are you?” 
 
    “Me? No, not me. It’s actually a nickname one of my girlfriend’s kids came up with, because of me sitting in this chair all the time. He started off calling me Sitting Bull, but then he changed it to Indian Bill for some reason, I don’t know why. Anyway, he’s only seven, so I let him get away with it and he got a kick out of seeing it on the sign.” 
 
    They had arrived at the children’s furniture section, and Bill left them to explore. Sarah spent the next couple of hours just looking at all the different cribs, bassinets, changing tables and everything else, but Noah paid attention to the things she kept coming back to. By the time she was ready to make decisions, he had successfully predicted which items she wanted to take home. 
 
    He used his debit card to make the purchase, then backed his truck up to the loading doors at the back of the building. A couple of Bill’s employees quickly loaded everything into the truck, and then they were on the way back home. 
 
    Noah’s phone rang again as they were passing through town, and he pulled it out to see that it was Molly calling. 
 
    “I’m taking the day off,” Noah said as he answered. “Whatever it is, you can handle it.” 
 
    “Um,” she said, “not this I can’t. Noah, the president is going to be here in half an hour. Air Force One just landed out at the airfield, and he wants to see you personally.” 
 
    Noah’s eyebrows shot upward and he turned to look at Sarah. “Honey,” he said, “I’m afraid we have to stop by the office for a bit.” To Molly, he said, “I’ll be there shortly,” and then he ended the call. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-TWO 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” Sarah said. “An emergency, a big one, right?” 
 
    “One of the biggest,” Noah said. “The president is headed toward the office right now. If I hurry, I can get there before he does.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes went wide. “Then what are you waiting for? Floor it, or move over and let me drive!” 
 
    Noah pushed his foot down on the gas pedal and the truck moved out sharply. It was only a short distance to the headquarters building, but the arrival of the president was causing some traffic issues. Noah actually got stopped as the police cordoned off the streets to allow six vehicles, one of which was a limousine containing the president and the First Lady, to pass by. 
 
    As soon as the traffic was released again, Noah drove on toward the office. He parked the truck in the underground garage and helped Sarah get out, then held on to her arm as they got into the elevator and rode up to the top floor. 
 
    When the elevator opened, they found Molly standing beside Danielle’s desk with the president and First Lady. They all turned when the elevator opened, including the six Secret Service agents who were surrounding them, but then the president broke into a big smile. 
 
    “Noah!” he said. “There is the man himself!” He threw his arms open wide and Noah suddenly found himself wrapped in a bear hug. When he let Noah ago, he repeated the gesture a bit more gently with Sarah. “Sarah, great to see you. Mind if I borrow your husband for a few minutes? I promise not to keep him very long.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I mean no, I mean—sure, go ahead.” Sarah looked flustered, but the First Lady took hold of her arm and leaned down to whisper in her ear.  
 
    “Don’t let him do that to you,” she said. “He is always so boisterous, but he is a good man at heart.” 
 
    Then, louder, she said, “Sarah, I’m delighted to see you again. Is there someplace we can sit and talk while the men are busy?” 
 
    Molly jumped to the rescue. “Sure, you can use the conference room,” she said. “There’s nobody in there, so you’ll have it all to yourselves.” 
 
    Sarah led the way to the conference room while Noah and the president entered his office, followed by Molly. They sat down on the twin sofas that faced each other and the president looked around the office appreciatively. 
 
    “Nice little place you got here,” he said, but then he looked at Noah and got down to business. “I wanted to come by and congratulate you personally on a job well done,” he said. “I thought it was going to take a few weeks to settle things, but you got it done in just a couple of days.” 
 
    “I’m only glad to be of service, sir,” Noah said. “I’m sure you have had a full report on what happened. Is there anything you want to know about it now?” 
 
    The president waved a hand. “I know everything I need to know,” he said. “Actually, I’m here for an entirely different reason. Do you know anything about a group known as Government Watch?” 
 
    Noah’s eyes narrowed. “Government Watch? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it. Who are they?” 
 
    “They started out as a group of people trying to prove that the Congress was up to some kind of unlawful activity, but when that didn’t get them anywhere, they started watching just about everything they could. Unfortunately, they have a number of pretty competent hackers with them, and they have learned about the existence of E & E. They got hold of some official memos that are highly classified, but they unfortunately mentioned your organization with enough detail to make it clear what you do. Now, they don’t know a whole lot about you personally, and they know only the basics about your headquarters here, but the whole thing is starting quite an uproar. Just the fact that those documents prove we are engaged in assassination is enough to cause a lot of problems for us internationally. I got calls this morning from Russia, Germany, Switzerland and England, all of them condemning us for allowing such an organization to come into existence. Naturally, we are denying everything and the FBI, NSA, CIA and DHS are all working to get a lid on this as soon as possible, but the truth is that it may be too late. I figured you needed to be notified as soon as possible, and I wanted to handle it personally.” 
 
    Noah shook his head. “I’m afraid I’m a bit confused, Mr. President,” he said. “All of those countries have been fully aware of us for as long as I have been.” 
 
    “Yes,” POTUS said, “but that was all unofficial. Now that it’s getting out in the open, they have to make a fuss and swear up and down that they don’t know anything about it.” He shook his head. “If you ask me, they’re acting like a bunch of two-year-olds, throwing temper tantrums that aren’t even real, but it’s forcing me to do something about it that I don’t want to do.” 
 
    Noah looked at him closely. “And may I ask, sir, what that might be?” 
 
    POTUS let out a heavy sigh. “Noah, I’m going to have to temporarily stand down your organization. This means that there will be no official requests coming to you, and no official activity of your people. The teams that are in the field are to be ordered to stand down and disappear until further notice, and all senior personnel of your organization are to be placed on indefinite leave.” He cleared his throat. “I’m afraid that also means yourself, Noah. We’re putting new people in place here at your office, so that it can pass for a legitimate investment company. Everyone is being replaced, all the way down to the janitorial staff. You’re all being placed on leave until this blows over.” 
 
    Noah leaned back and looked at Molly, who seemed as shocked as he was. He saw something else in her face, however, and he nodded to tell her to speak. 
 
    “Noah,” she said, “if we’re all being stood down, that means there is a mole inside Neverland.” She turned to POTUS. “Am I right, sir?” 
 
    The president nodded. “I’m afraid so,” he said. “CIA is working on it, but so far they haven’t come up with any leads. However, the memos that were leaked are from your own office, Noah.” He held up a hand as if he expected Noah to protest. “Now, don’t get excited, we know it isn’t you. At least one of them was leaked during the time you were in Florida with me, so you’re in the clear. However, it did come from your office, so everyone else who had access to it is being checked out.” 
 
    “Who had access to my office while I was gone to meet with the president?” Noah asked Molly, but he already knew the answer. 
 
    “Only myself, Danielle and Doctor Parker,” she said. “Only the three of us can enter that office when Noah is not present.” 
 
    “Danielle is my receptionist and secretary,” Noah said. “Since I can personally vouch for Molly and Parker, she has to be the mole. Molly, your thoughts?” 
 
    Molly had gotten up and gone to Noah’s computer terminal and was tapping away at the keyboard. “Oh, crap,” she said. “I’m looking at Danielle’s email and phone logs for the days you’ve been out, Noah. When you went to Florida, she sent two emails to a masked address, and then deleted them from the server. That won’t keep me from getting them back, but it’ll take a while. She also made six calls to outside numbers that are not in the agency-approved database, which means she had to route them through the non-secure lines downstairs. I’ve got the numbers, but they’re all showing as null, now, not actually in use by any phone company.” 
 
    “Turn all of that over to Allison at CIA,” POTUS said. “She’s in charge of the investigation, and you are all officially on leave. Noah, can you get your secretary in here? I’d like to be present when you confront her on this.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Noah said. He got up and went to the door. “Danielle, can you step in here for a moment, please?” 
 
    He stood aside as she entered, looking nervously at the president where he sat. She took a seat on the same couch as Noah and looked at him. “Yes, sir?” she asked. 
 
    Noah nodded to Molly, who came around his desk and held out some papers she had hastily printed. She held them out to Danielle, who took them. The woman’s eyes grew wide when she saw what they contained. 
 
    “Who answered those calls, Danielle?” Molly asked her. “And don’t even try to lie.” She put on a pair of spectacles as she looked at the receptionist, and Danielle’s eyes showed that she recognized them as Wally’s deception detecting glasses. 
 
    She looked frightened for a moment, but then she forced herself to straighten her spine. “I have nothing to say,” she said. 
 
    “Danielle, you have betrayed not only your employers in this agency,” Molly said, “but also your country. By leaking evidence of E & E’s existence, you have provided aid and comfort to our enemies. Do you understand what that means?” 
 
    Danielle swallowed, but her face remained passive and she said nothing. 
 
    “Let’s try another tack,” Noah said. “Molly, call Jenny and ask her to come in. Tell her it’s an interrogation job.” 
 
    Danielle’s resolve crumbled, because she’d heard plenty of stories about Jenny’s interrogation techniques.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” she said. “It was Allison. When she left, she told me to use those numbers to report to her whenever Mr. Wolf left town.” 
 
    Noah raised one eyebrow. “Allison? Allison Peterson? Danielle, why would she ask you to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir,” Danielle said. “I only know that she called me the day after you took over and told me to make sure I reported to her whenever you left town.” 
 
    “Was that all?” Noah asked. 
 
    Danielle shrugged. “Well, every once in a while she would ask for some information out of your files. I mean, it used to be her office, so I didn’t see any reason not to let her have what she wanted.” 
 
    Noah looked at Molly. 
 
    “She’s telling the truth,” Molly said, “or at least, she thinks she is.” 
 
    Noah glanced at the president, then took out his cell phone. He quickly dialed a number and put it on speaker. 
 
    “Noah?” Allison’s voice came through the phone. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am,” Noah said. “Allison, I’m sitting here with the president, who has just briefed me on the situation. I understand that you are heading the investigation to find out who the mole is within our organization, so I thought you’d like to know that we already found her. It was Danielle, and she claims that she was acting on your orders.” 
 
    Even though they couldn’t see her face, the shock that came through was palpable. “My orders? I never gave her any such orders.” 
 
    “I never thought you did,” Noah said, “but apparently Danielle does. According to her, you called her a few days after I took over and told her to let you know whenever I left town, and you asked her to send you some of my files. Molly is using some of Wally’s glasses, and it appears that Danielle believes she’s telling the absolute truth.” 
 
    “Is she there with you?” Allison asked. 
 
    “Yes, and you’re on speaker.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” Allison said. “Danielle, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Danielle said. “I’m sorry I told them, but they were threatening me with treason charges.” 
 
    “Danielle, can you remember what day it was that I called to ask you to do this stuff for me? The first time, I mean.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, ma’am,” Danielle said. “Mr. Wolf took over on the sixteenth of the month, and it was the day after that. That was the first call, and then you called me again the next day about some files you needed from before he took over.” 
 
    “Okay,” Allison said. “There’s only one thing wrong with this scenario. Mr. President, would you care to tell them what it is?” 
 
    POTUS looked at Noah. “She’s right,” he said. “For the first five days after she was brought to CIA HQ, she was sequestered. No phone, no communication with the outside of any kind. That’s because, whenever someone takes over that position, we do a deep DNA identification process. That started under my predecessor, because he had heard rumors about how some government officials were being cloned out at Camp David. According to some of our top minds, a deep DNA scan would reveal any attempt at cloning because it’s impossible to make an exact copy of the DNA molecule. There would be differences, even though they would be impossible to spot in any other way.” 
 
    “Then there is no way she could have made those calls,” Noah said. “Danielle, have you notified anyone about the president’s visit today?” 
 
    Danielle shook her head vigorously. “No, sir,” she said, the fear now evident in her voice. “That wasn’t in the instructions Allis… The instructions I was given, I mean, that I thought were coming from Ms. Peterson.” 
 
    “And was there a particular time you’re supposed to call again?” 
 
    “No, sir,” she said. “The only time I was supposed to call was if you were leaving town and would be out of the… Oh, no. Oh, I’ve been a complete fool, haven’t I?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Noah said. “You were doing what you thought you should do under the circumstances, but it still put us all at risk. Now we have to figure out how to eliminate that risk.” 
 
    Molly picked up the sheet of paper with the phone numbers on it. “Danielle, there are several different numbers, here. How did you know which one to call each time?” 
 
    Danielle licked her lips. “When I got the first call, I was given a dozen numbers. I was told that—that Allison didn’t want Noah to realize she was watching him, so I was supposed to use a different number every time I called. I only had a couple of numbers left, and she was supposed to be getting me some new ones soon.” 
 
    “And you were instructed to call through the nonsecure lines?” Molly asked. 
 
    Danielle nodded. “Yes, ma’am. She said that was the only way to make sure the calls weren’t recorded, because she didn’t want Mr. Wolf to know she was…” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you already said that,” Allison said through the phone. “Noah, I know you’re already ahead of me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Noah said. “Danielle, I need you to call now. We’re going to put a trap on the line, so that we can trace it even after you get done talking. I want you to tell whoever answers that I’m leaving town again, that there is a mission in Venezuela I’m going to handle personally.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Danielle said. “I—I have to call from my desk phone, so I can route it properly.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Noah said. “Molly, can you get it set up to record the call, even if she runs it through the unsecure lines?” 
 
    “That’ll only take me a few seconds,” Molly said. She got up and went back to Noah’s computer terminal and began typing, then looked at Noah a moment later. “It’s set.” 
 
    They all got to their feet and followed Danielle out to her desk. With the president, Noah and Molly standing over her, and a half dozen Secret Service agents standing around them, Danielle glanced at the piece of paper she had slipped under the glass on her desk and then punched a few buttons on her phone before she dialed a number. 
 
    “It’s me again,” she said when the line was answered. “He’s going to Venezuela, some sort of emergency mission down there. Yes, I know he just got back, but I guess it’s pretty important. Yes? Um, I can get it in a few minutes. Right now, Molly is in there, so I need to wait till she leaves. Yes, ma’am, no problem. I’ll get it to you as soon as possible.” 
 
    She pulled the receiver away from her to show that the line had gone dead, then replaced it on its cradle as she turned to look at them all again. 
 
    “Was that okay?” she asked. “I tried to sound the way I always do, like everything was okay.” 
 
    “I think you did fine,” Molly said. She turned and hurried back inside the office, and this time even the Secret Service agents went along until POTUS turned and looked at them. That was all it took to make them go back outside and close the door. 
 
    Molly went back to the computer and tapped on the keyboard, and then the recorded call played through a pair of speakers on Noah’s desk. 
 
    “Yes?” said a voice that sounded just like Allison. 
 
    “It’s me again,” Danielle’s voice said. “He’s going to Venezuela, some sort of emergency mission down there.” 
 
    “Venezuela? But he just got back a few hours ago from a mission.” 
 
    “Yes, I know he just got back, but I guess it’s pretty important.” 
 
    “Well, so be it, then,” the Allison-voice said. “I was about to call you before long, anyway. Can you find me the sanction orders from the operation in Arkansas a couple years ago? They should be in the file cabinet in Noah’s office, and I need them as soon as I can get them.” 
 
    “Yes? Um, I can get it in a few minutes. Right now, Molly is in there, so I need to wait till she leaves.” 
 
    “That’ll be fine,” the voice said. “Just send it to me as soon as you can, okay? “ 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, no problem. I’ll get it to you as soon as possible.” 
 
    Molly and Noah looked at one another, then turned to the president. 
 
    “I want a copy of that,” Allison said through the phone. “Mr. President, I’ll get a voiceprint analysis done and report to you.” 
 
    “You do that,” the president said. “In the meantime, I think we should send whoever that is the file they requested, or at least one that they’ll believe is it. Ms. Hansen, can you whip something up that will look convincing to them without giving away any real information?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Mr. President,” Molly said. “Give me half an hour. Danielle, you stay here with me. When I get this finished, you’ll have to email it to whoever that was.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Danielle said. She looked at Noah, and at the cell phone he was still holding. “Mr. Wolf, please understand. I honestly thought I was just helping Ms. Peterson to keep an eye on you, maybe keep you out of trouble or something. If I had known…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Danielle,” Noah said. “I’m not going to hold any of this against you. You might even turn out to be key to finding out who is actually doing this to us.” 
 
    “That’s true,” the president said, “but I’m afraid it doesn’t change my orders. All of you are on leave, effective as soon as that email gets sent out.  What’s the protocol your people use, Noah? Protocol 7?” 
 
    “It’s Protocol 3, Mr. President,” Noah said. “It means go to ground and don’t surface until we receive a message telling us to come back in.” 
 
    “Then, as soon as that email goes out, I’m ordering Protocol 3.” He suddenly grinned. “I understand you and some of your friends have a place to go?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Noah said. “We have a place in the UK where we will be safe and out of sight.” 
 
    “Then go there,” the president said. “And don’t come back until you hear from me.” 
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Sarah said, when Noah informed her they were headed for the manor house. “Any idea how long we’re going to be there?” 
 
    “Until further notice,” Noah said. “I already notified Jenny and the others, so they’ll be packed and ready to meet with us at the airfield. The Gulfstream 650 is the one that is registered to our phony Internet company, so no one is going to pay a lot of attention to it.” 
 
    “Then we might be there until after the baby is born,” Sarah said. “Would it be terrible if I said that would be okay with me?” 
 
    “No,” Noah said. “I think…” 
 
    He was cut off by the ringing of his phone. Wally was calling, and he held up a finger as he put the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Wally?” he asked. 
 
    “Noah, this is crazy,” Wally shouted. “I’m being told to tell all of my people to get out of here and to shut the place down. How am I supposed to do my work without my people?” 
 
    “The president has ordered protocol 3, Wally,” Noah said. “We are all on leave until further notice, and can’t be involved in anything to do with E & E. Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “Go? Go? Noah, I can’t go anywhere. I would go crazy if I didn’t have a research lab to work in, I can’t leave.” 
 
    Noah thought for a moment, then said, “Wally, come with us. We’re going to the manor house in England—you can come along. I’ve got a workshop there you can use as a lab; there’s no telling what you might come up with.” 
 
    “But, Noah,” Wally said, almost shrieking, “what about Esmeralda? I can’t leave her here, and I can’t exactly tell her to go on vacation. What do I do about Esmeralda?” 
 
    Noah blinked. “Well,” he said. “I suppose she’s coming along as well.” 
 
   


  
 

 * * * 
 
   
  
 

 WHAT'D YOU THINK? 
 
    If you enjoyed this adventure, would you please consider taking a moment and leaving your thoughts for others who might also enjoy this book? 
 
    It takes only a handful of seconds to leave a review, but can literally make or break a self published career. Please don't feel any obligation to do so, but if you had fun, or perhaps enjoyed yourself at all,  then I'd sincerely appreciate it! 
 
    To make things quick and easy, here are the direct links. Just click your country and it will take you right to the review page. 
 
    US Review Link 
 
    UK Review Link 
 
    CA Review Link 
 
    AU Review Link 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    WANNA BE KEPT UP TO DATE? 
 
    If you'd like to be kept up to date, click here, and sign up for my mailing list. I only send out emails when I have a new book up for sale (and also give discounted links for the first few days). If that interests you, then feel free to join. 
 
    P.S. When you sign up, you will be sent two free novel's from my other two USA Today bestselling series. So, at the very least, you'll have something to read while you're waiting for your next thriller! :)  
 
    Just tap here and sign up. 
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