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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      October 2023

      Paris, France

      

      “For some reason I don’t have the energy this morning. Let’s call it quits.”

      “Not just yet,” came Kelly’s reply. “You have five more minutes before we’re done. Don’t go soft on me now.”

      Mason spun around quickly with a roundhouse move and kicked her in the side of the head.

      “Nice one!” Kelly replied. “That’s how you do it. Your spin was so fast I didn’t see it coming. Strong, too. Glad I’m wearing the helmet this morning.”

      “You OK?”

      “I’m fine. You need to put that energy into the workout every morning. You’ve only got one more month of brown before you can go for black. But you need to up the intensity between now and then if you want to get it on the first try.”

      “I hear you—drill sergeant.”

      

      Ten minutes later, as he was wiping the sweat from his brow, Mason said, “If you don’t mind getting Adelaide ready for school, I’ll make breakfast for everyone right after I shower.”

      Kelly nodded in agreement as she was about to walk past Mason, who was standing in the doorway to their gym room. Just as she tried to pass, Mason slowly put out his arms and leaned toward her in an effort to pull her in for a hug and a kiss. But she lifted her shoulder to block the gesture, leaning in just enough to allow a short peck on the cheek as she continued walking by in silence. Mason stood motionless for another few seconds, and with a subtle, knowing nod, turned to head back to their bedroom to shower. As he was getting undressed, he paused for a moment to admire the magnificent view from their bedroom window that looked out onto the tree-lined Avenue Georges Mandel in the exclusive 16th arrondissement in Paris.

      

      A short while later, Mason had just finished serving five-year-old Addie her favorite breakfast of pancakes with American bacon when Kelly said, “Addie, in our hurry to prepare for our guests last night, we forgot to tell Daddy about your award.”

      “Oh yeah. Daddy, the teachers at school gave me an award!”

      “That’s wonderful, sweetie. What was it for?”

      “It was for being the most kind to my classmates.”

      Giving her a big hug, he said, “I am so proud of you, sweet girl. Of all the awards they could have given you, there is none more important than that.”

      “Madame Pavée said it was because when the new girl, Alia, came last week I invited her to play with me and my friends because she didn’t know anyone.”

      “That was so nice of you. I remember you mentioning that you had a new girl in the class. Where is she from again?”

      “Soo, um, it’s Soo something,” Addie said, looking at Kelly.

      “Sudan,” Kelly replied.

      “Nice. It’s always hard being the new person, even when you’re a grown-up. Everyone appreciates it when someone makes them feel welcome. Nice job, honey.”

      Kelly said, “Run and brush your teeth and get your bag for school now. Daddy is driving you today. Mommy will pick you up this afternoon.”

      As Mason put on his sportscoat, Kelly gently reached around behind him to adjust his partially upturned collar. When she finished, she left her hands resting behind his neck and gave him a long, tender kiss on the lips.

      Pulling her in closer he said, “Thanks for that. I missed it earlier.”

      “Yeah. I know how just one kiss turns into twenty minutes in bed.”

      “How are you doing?”

      “I’m OK. Still not my old self, which I know is stating the obvious.”

      “Hey, look at me. I love you.”

      “I know. I don’t understand why I can’t seem to shake it, to . . . get past it. It’s been over a year.” Pausing to collect herself, she continued, “I’m trying. I really am.”

      “I know you are. It’ll take whatever time it takes, and we’ll do it together.”

      She began to tear up.

      “Hey. Hey. What did we agree? Gotta face only forward. Can’t look backward. There are no answers back there. There is only the here and now, today. We have our gorgeous, perfect daughter—and we have each other. Nothing else matters.”

      “I know. I know,” she said, wiping her eyes before any tears could fall.

      A few moments later Addie came skipping back into the room. “I’m ready, Daddy!”

      “Give Mommy a kiss and let’s rock and roll.”

      Addie went out front to wait for Mason to bring the car up from the basement garage. As he drove their S class Mercedes sedan up the ramp onto the cobblestones of the front driveway, he noticed that Addie was walking along the thin, two-foot-high circular wall surrounding the stone fountain.

      “Bring your phone, Daddy. I want you to take my picture as I jump.”

      “Okay. But we only have time for one, or we’ll be late,” Mason said as he got out of the car and walked over with his phone. “Tell me what I’m supposed to get a picture of.”

      “I’m gonna jump sideways so it looks like I’m falling, but then land on my feet. You take the picture right when I’m in the air.”

      “Okay. But you better not get hurt or Mommy will be madder at me than she will be at you.”

      She then dove out sideways like she was sure to fall flat on her face, but somehow managed to get her feet under her at the last second, landing safely in a lump on the pavement. Before she even got up, she said, “Let me see. Let me see.”

      “Well, let’s not do that again. It was a bit too risky. But I did get a great shot, see?”

      With an enormous grin on her face, she took the phone for a closer look, and then said, “I want to send it to Mommy! It might cheer her up.”

      “Uh, not right now. Maybe later. Let’s go, my brave little girl.”

      As he opened the door to let her climb in the back seat, Mason added, “You’re more and more like your Mommy every day.”

      After thinking for a moment, she said, “But I’m not sad like Mommy.”

      “I know honey, but that’s not the real Mommy. That’s just temporary. She’ll be back to her old happy self soon.”

      Mason pressed the remote to open the automatic gate and slowly pulled out onto the street for the three-minute drive to the prestigious International School of Paris, located one block off the river, just south of the Palais de Chaillot. Along the way, an uncomfortable feeling came over him. It was a feeling he had not had in a long time. His instincts on these things rarely failed him, but he was confused as to what possible reason there could be for his experiencing this emotion now.

      As he opened the door for Addie to jump out, she asked him, “Why did you keep looking in the mirrors, Daddy?”

      “Oh, no reason. I was just trying to be a careful driver, sweet girl.”
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      That afternoon, Kelly decided to walk to collect Addie from school. It was usually faster than driving since there was often a small traffic back up getting to the school, as parents and nannies waited their turn to pull up to the curb in front the imposing, tall iron gates at the entrance. Traveling on foot meant that Kelly would approach the school from the long flight of stone stairs that lead down from Boulevard Delessert above.

      She had just arrived at the top of the stairs when she noticed an unfamiliar middle-aged woman exiting an older-model BMW sedan in front of the school. The woman walked directly to where the children were congregating at the gated entrance. While the teacher supervising the pickup was chatting with one of the student’s mothers, the unknown lady leaned down and spoke to Addie, who was standing at the opening with two of her friends. Something about this woman set off alarm bells for Kelly, and she adjusted her speed descending the long flight of stairs from casual to hurried, never taking her eyes off the scene unfolding below.

      The woman spoke in broken English with a foreign accent that was not French. “Hi, honey, I’m your Aunt Christine. Your mommy sent me to pick you up today.”

      Addie shyly replied, “My mommy said I’m not supposed to go anywhere with anyone I don’t know.”

      Realizing something was amiss, the teacher interrupted her discussion with the other mother and said, “I’m sorry, madame, can I help you with something?”

      “I’m her aunt and her mother sent me to pick her up today.”

      “I’m sorry, that’s quite impossible. No one is allowed to pick up a child without it being arranged, in advance, by the parent. And then you are required to show a photo ID. And I’m not aware of any arrangements having been made for any of the children to be picked up by someone new to—”

      Before she could finish, a man, who had also just exited the BMW, approached rapidly and punched the teacher square in the face, knocking her out cold. Without missing a beat, he grabbed Addie and strode quickly back to the car along with the woman, as Addie screamed at the top of her lungs. The woman bundled her in the back seat and the man got back behind the wheel.

      The moment the man began approaching, Kelly’s suspicions were confirmed. She yelled as loudly as she could, “HEY!,” and began running down the steps at full speed, jumping six or seven steps at time with each stride. The car was racing away from the curb as Kelly arrived, and she was just able to catch hold of the rear driver’s-side door handle before it could speed away. The door was already locked so she sprinted alongside banging on the window, jerking on the handle. Addie could see her from inside and was screaming, “Mommy!” Kelly was screaming as well as she pulled on the handle. The other mothers could only watch in horror.

      When the car reached a speed where she could no longer keep up, Kelly gripped the handle with all her might and let it drag her. The woman in the back seat then yelled something to the man driving, who noticed her dragging behind them in the side mirror. He immediately swerved into a parked car on the left, scrapping the entire side of the BMW. Kelly let go of the handle a split second before she would have been crushed between the two vehicles. She rolled to a stop, getting scraped and battered in the process, but immediately sprang to her feet again and continued her chase, even though the car had already turned the corner up ahead out of site. She knew that there was usually a backup of other parents’ cars at this time of day as they tried to make their way out onto the busy Avenue de New York one block farther down the hill. As Kelly came sprinting around the corner, the blue BMW was waiting its turn to enter traffic. The woman in the backseat was looking back and yelled to the driver as Kelly came into view. The man gunned the car directly into traffic, causing the approaching car to veer wildly to the left and over the small median strip, nearly causing an accident. The car carrying her precious Addie now sped off down one of the busiest roads in Paris, leaving her in its dust.

      But Kelly chased on, undeterred, running down the middle of the busy, multi-lane avenue, risking being run over by a passing car at any moment. She suspected that the kidnappers were trying to make their way to the Porte de St. Cloud entrance to the Périphérique, the interstate beltway that loops around the city of Paris, which was just south of there. And she knew that in the roughly mile and a half between where she was and that entrance there were at least four or five stoplights that might stall them long enough for her to catch up.

      She continued sprinting down the middle of the avenue until she thought her lungs would collapse, but just as she was about to give up, she saw a faint red traffic light in the distance, with red brake lights of cars backed up waiting for it to change. She found renewed energy and pushed herself even harder to catch the cars before the light turned green. One hundred yards to go, fifty yards to go, suddenly she could see the BMW! But then the light turned green.

      Just as she reached the last car in the line of waiting traffic, the line began to move at faster and faster speed. She sprinted between the moving cars but only got within two car lengths of the BMW before it pulled away faster than she could run. She knew that the next stoplight was at least a quarter mile farther down the road, and she was now at the point of total exhaustion and about to collapse. But before she could fall in the middle of the busy avenue, a brand-new Renault accelerating from the rear of the line accidentally clipped her left side with its righthand mirror, breaking the mirror off and knocking her to the pavement.

      She was not seriously injured but was utterly shattered with exhaustion and desperation, as she lay face down on the pavement, crying, “My baby! My sweet baby girl. Oh God, why?” The sounds of anguish coming from her sounded more like the wailing of a wounded animal than a human being.

      The man who had accidentally struck her stopped his car right away, got out, and ran back to her, as some other cars also stopped, while many others continued speeding past. The man cried, “Oh my God, are you OK, madame? I did not see you in the middle of the road! I’m so sorry. Are you injured?”

      For about five seconds Kelly just continued to lay there sobbing and trying to catch a breath. Finally, she said, “I think I am injured. Can you please help me get out of this road and to a hospital?”

      “Of course. Absolutely! Can you stand? Are you OK to move?”

      “I, uh, I think so.”

      “Here, let me help you,” the man said, as he gently helped her to her feet and walked her slowly to the passenger door of his car. Opening the door, he helped her sit down on the seat and closed the door behind her.

      With that, Kelly sprang into action, locking the doors and jumping across into the driver’s seat. The man ran around and banged on the driver’s window, cursing her, as she floored the Renault’s accelerator and sped off after the BMW. The next stoplight had just turned red so only one row of cars was blocking her from continuing. The sidewalk was too crowded with pedestrians to jump the curb. So she abruptly stopped just a few inches behind the car in front, and then hit the accelerator, pushing the car out into the traffic crossing from avenue de Lamballe. Horns blared, people screamed, but the crossing traffic stopped until the other drivers could figure out what was happening. This created enough of an opening for her to weave through the stopped cars and continue her chase.

      Catching the next two lights green she could now see the BMW in the distance. She looked at her speedometer. She was going ninety miles an hour and closing the gap fast. She knew the entrance to the Périphérique was less than a half mile in the distance. As she came up behind the car, she noticed something strange. They kidnappers had taped a strip of black trash bag across the license plate to obscure the plate number. But the tape on the right-hand side had come loose and a flap of the bag was hanging down, exposing the last two digits of the license plate: 13. Just then the light at rue Degas turned red. The BMW was not quite at the intersection yet but hit the gas and managed to shoot through before the other cars came out. Kelly could not continue through, or she would have smashed into a wall of crossing traffic. Nevertheless, she did not stop completely. She advanced into the intersection, slowly but with purpose, bluffing down the other drivers. Again, horns blared, drivers yelled obscenities, but she continued pushing and weaving her way through. As she squeezed past a large truck, a small Peugeot was speeding along its far side and could not see that someone was running the red light. Just as Kelly gunned her car and emerged from crossing in front of the truck, the small Peugeot smashed into her back right panel, spinning her 180 degrees, now facing the wrong way. She tried the gas to see if the car would still run, and it did. So, she spun the car back around facing forward and floored it. However, the accident had caused enough noise that the BMW driver looked in his rearview mirror and began to pay attention to the car that had just crashed but was now closing in on him at high speed. As she got closer, he could see it was the crazy mother who just would not give up the chase.

      The driver gunned the car, and Kelly gunned hers to stay with them, praying for another red light with a traffic backup. The next few lights were green, or red with sufficiently limited cross traffic that the BMW could run them. Kelly stayed close behind, bumping the back of the BMW several times, but not hard enough to cause them to crash. The Périphérique was just a few hundred yards ahead now, as the BMW driver was speeding more and more recklessly, and Kelly was staying right with him. As they approached the very last set of lights before the entrance, the light turned red a full three or four seconds before the BMW blew through it at high speed. Kelly followed right behind, but would not make it out the other side. As her car entered the intersection just inches behind the BMW, a taxi coming from the cross street T-boned the passenger-side door of her Renault, lifting the car in the air, knocking it clean out of the intersection off to the left, and over onto the driver’s-side door.

      Suddenly everything was in slow motion, the violence of the impact, the sound of breaking glass, the explosion of airbags all around, flying through the air, and then jerking to a stop on her side. Her ears were ringing so loudly no sounds were familiar. Her body was in a state of shock.

      Yet she still managed to peer past the deflating airbags and the glass of the shattered windshield, enough to make out the foggy image of a speeding BMW as it entered the Porte de St. Cloud rotary, raced up the ramp to the highway, and disappeared out of site.
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      The Night Before

      

      “Marie-Laure, can I freshen up that glass?” Mason asked.

      “Mmm. Yes, please. By the way this champagne is lovely. What is it?”

      “It’s Roederer Cristal brut. Kelly prefers the rosé but we’re all out. I happen to prefer the brut.”

      Marie-Laure’s husband, Talib, then chimed in, “Indeed. I was about to say something as well. It’s really quite spectacular. What vintage is it?

      “It’s a 2014.”

      Kelly then tapped her glass and said, “I propose a toast.” Mason, Talib, and Marie-Laure stopped talking so she could continue. “To Marie-Laure and Talib, on the two-year anniversary of their becoming our neighbors here in the building, which led of course to their becoming our best friends.”

      As they all touched glasses, Talib said, “So that is what you meant when you said you had something to celebrate tonight. This is splendid. Thank you, really. Has it been two years already since we moved here? My, it has flown by.”

      “Yes. Thank you. We feel the same about the both of you, and beautiful Addie, of course,” added Marie-Laure.

      “I suppose we have my colleague, Alain Lecule, to thank for introducing us at their dinner party several years ago. I think he and Véronique had just moved into their new hôtel particulier, hadn’t they? What is the name of it again?” asked Talib.

      “It’s the Hôtel d’Avaray. How many times have I told you? You should remember these things,” Marie-Laure said to Talib as a critical look came across her pretty face, which typically had just a little bit too much makeup.

      “Yes. That’s it. The Avaray. I had just joined Quintille Capital and Alain was the colleague our CEO assigned to show me around. Both Marie-Laure and I were flattered that they had the little welcome party for us at their, well, palace, for lack of a better term. And there the two of you were.”

      Kelly added, “I’m pretty sure we were the only couple at the dinner who were not from Quintille. Mason had just been promoted to CEO at SCI, and we used the occasion to quietly celebrate it just between ourselves. I don’t think we ever told anyone that. I hope you don’t mind that we used your welcome dinner for our own celebration.”

      Talib laughed. “Not at all. No, I don’t think we knew that. I thought the three of you had just recently moved back from Boston, at least that is my recollection.”

      “We had, just a year prior to that. But Mason and I had both worked at SCI before he went back to Harvard to do the second year of his MBA. And SCI really wanted to hire him back when he graduated. So, we came back, and he spent a year as COO before our then CEO, Monsieur Bourget, got moved to another one of Le Lidec’s companies and it just happened to be the day of your welcome dinner that they tapped Mason for the job.”

      “Remind me, how did you all originally meet Alain and Véronique?” Talib asked.

      Marie-Laure glared at her husband with a look of incredulity.

      Kelly just put on a somewhat fake but pleasant smile and said, “Mason and Véronique used to be part of the same social circle here in Paris a long time ago and so have been old friends for years.”

      “Oh! Right. Right, yes. I believe I knew that too.”

      Mason nervously interjected, “Enough ancient history, Marie-Laure, Talib, tell us how things are going for you guys? We’ve all been so busy lately we haven’t seen much of you.”

      “Well, Talib is working more than ever. Apparently, he and Alain are both working on some big deal that is supposed to be the biggest acquisition the company has ever done, so I don’t see him very often.”

      Looking out from under an overgrown strand of his already-thinning hair, Talib replied, “Yes, I confess I get nervous leaving her alone for too long. One never knows what mischief she might get up to.”

      Kelly and Mason chuckled, but Marie-Laure added, in a tone that left a question as to whether or not she was joking, “Well, it would serve you right. You know how I don’t like to be alone. Anyway, he’s now in a phase where he wants to have kids, and I keep telling him that if he’s not around at the right times then it’s never going to happen.”

      Talib nervously cleared his throat and Marie-Laure’s face went white with embarrassment. “I’m so sorry, Kelly, that was horribly insensitive of me.”

      “It’s perfectly alright,” Kelly replied.

      Turning to Talib, Mason asked, “What’s this big deal you guys are working on?”

      “I apologize, it’s competitive and it’s a publicly traded company, so not allowed to talk about it. I can tell you that it needs to close soon so I can keep my sanity. Alain is driving me crazy. He’s been so erratic lately. When he’s in the office he ratchets up the pressure around this deal so much you’d think it was life or death. And other times he doesn’t show up at all, with no explanation, which means I have to carry the load for both of us. It has been extremely stressful, and I know on Marie-Laure as well.”

      Mason weighed in, saying, “Well, I know the industry you’re in is famous for having high-pressure deals. And I know Alain is a good guy, so I’m sure y’all will navigate this one just fine and bring it in for a landing.”

      Marie-Laure added, “Exactly, Talib, don’t blame your stress on others. Alain is an important, well-connected friend to have. Don’t lose your temper with him and mess things up.”

      “My dear, you worry too much. Of course I’m not going to get angry at Alain or mess anything up,” Talib said to his wife. Then, turning back to Mason, he added, “Let’s change the subject from business. Otherwise, my wife is going to drive me mad. Tell me, what do you think of the latest with this Ukraine mess, or the fighting in Israel and Gaza for that matter?”

      Mason had walked over to the crystal ice bucket to retrieve the champagne. Talib followed him over, his slightly chubby five-foot-nine inch body appearing a bit small in contrast to Mason’s fit six-foot-one inch frame.

      “What do you mean?” Mason replied.

      “I mean Iran is now openly supporting Hamas’ and Hezbollah’s attacks on Israel. And the US and NATO keep poking Putin in the eye by sending bigger and better weapons to Ukraine. I see that F-16s and cluster bombs are now on their way to Kyiv. So I’m worried. Putin keeps warning that he’s not bluffing. Aren’t you concerned that at some point he’ll snap and lash out at us, either on his own or in conjunction with Iran?”

      “I don’t know. I try not to think about it. The potential consequences are so horrible that I do better if I just ignore it.”

      “I’m worried we’re pushing him too far. I mean, I feel for the people of Ukraine. But let’s be honest. A year or two ago, they were this little corrupt backwater that no one gave a second thought to. Now they are democratic freedom fighters that we have to save at any cost. And surely we will be drawn into the Israel thing sooner or later. I don’t know.”

      Mason replied, “Yeah, I don’t know either. I get your point. But we also need to weigh all this against what happened last time the world practiced a policy of appeasement. That didn’t end well for anybody. It’s a hard call.”

      “Agreed. I just know that Putin has been consistent at doing what he says. No one thought that he was really going to invade. And he did. So, I worry that we should take him more seriously when he says that he views what we’re doing as a proxy war already and that he plans to respond accordingly.”

      Mason replied, “I guess that worries me too. But I don’t believe he’ll blow up the whole world over it. Like you said, he’s always been a rational actor, even if he’s a bad one. Anyway, it’s too depressing to think about. Who can I top up? We need to finish this champagne before we move to the table.”
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      Mason was in an executive team meeting at SCI when he heard his phone vibrate on the table in front of him. Seeing the caller was Kelly he tapped the auto-text response and selected “Can I call you later?” Ten seconds later a text came back which read, “NO! EMERGENCY! CALL ME NOW!” Not thinking about where he was, Mason immediately tapped her name on his iPhone to call her. When she answered, Mason said in a calm voice, “Hey, hon, what’s going on?” But Kelly was unable to speak. All he heard was her choking on her own tears as she tried to form a sentence. “Kelly, honey, what’s wrong? Talk to me.” But still only the sound of desperate breathing, tears, and a failed attempt to start a sentence. “Honey, for God’s sake, tell me what has happened!” he said as the tension in his voice, and the entire room, mounted.

      Finally, she blurted out a sentence in almost a single syllable, “Addie’s been kidnapped!”

      In a primal yell, Mason screamed, “What?!,” standing up so abruptly that his chair flew backward against the wall behind him, startling his colleagues, who were already sitting frozen in silence. Leaving his papers on the table, he ran from the room as he pressed Kelly for more details.

      As she tried to explain what had happened, Mason kept interrupting her trying to get the information sooner.

      “Where are you right now?”

      “I’m still in the back of the ambulance. But I’m OK. Just a mild concussion. I’ve told them to take me back to the school so we can learn as much as we can about what other people saw. The police are here and escorting us back there. Can you meet me at the school?”

      “Of course. I’m in my car on the way now. Stay on the phone if you can as I’m driving.”

      “Okay.”

      “Take me through it again. Try to remember every detail, frame by frame in your mind.”

      She explained about the woman, the middle-aged man who knocked out the teacher, the older-model BMW. As she was describing the foot chase and then the car chase, she remembered, “Oh yeah! One thing I did get was part of the license plate. They had it covered with a black trash bag. But the tape had come loose on the right-hand side, and I could see the number thirteen. It was separated off to itself with a space before it. Remember how the older license plates used to end in a two-digit number that indicated the region where the car was registered? I haven’t looked it up yet but I’m pretty sure that thirteen is Marseille.”

      “It is. It’s the first two digits of the post code, too, like 75 for Paris. OK. That’s huge.”

      “What do you mean? That’s nothing! What do we do, tell the police to pull every older-model blue BMW in France that’s registered in Marseille?”

      “Exactly. But we can do better than that. Stay on the line. I’m going to try to reach Spencer and conference him in.”

      Spencer Hughes-Smyth was in a meeting in his office at MI6 headquarters in London and did not answer when Mason first called. Mason called three more times in rapid succession and Spencer finally answered, “I’m in a meeting, mate. Can I call you back?”

      “No! We have a life-or-death emergency on our hands! Kelly is on the line with us. Our daughter, Addie, has been kidnapped from her school in the sixteenth arrondissement. It happened about twenty minutes ago and we need your help.”

      “Hold the line,” came the reply, as Spencer put his hand over the phone and said to his colleagues, “I have to take this. It’s an emergency. We’ll pick this up later. Please close the door behind you.” He then came back on the line and said, “My God, I can’t believe that was your daughter. My man on our France desk popped his head into my office ten minutes ago and told me about it. This has already made the news over here, and everywhere. But they have not mentioned any names, so I had no way to know it was your daughter. Bloody hell! Tell me everything you know.”

      Kelly proceeded to recount everything she knew, step by step, including the detail about the vehicle’s license plate.

      When she finished, Spencer said, “Okay. Tell me how I can help.”

      Mason interjected, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’ve read that since the early 2000s, most cars, especially luxury brands like BMW and Mercedes-Benz, continuously transmit engine performance data back to the manufacturer so that they can monitor how the vehicles operate. There have been a number of legal challenges about it over the years so most manufacturers don’t publicly discuss it in the media because it’s such a contentious issue.”

      “I believe this is correct, yes.”

      “You believe or you know? Is this data being collected, or isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      “And isn’t one of the things they collect geolocation of the vehicle?”

      After a short pause Spencer replied, “Yes. But it’s not like it sounds. Every manufacturer has a different system. Some of them store it carefully. Some of them don’t even save it for fear of liability, especially the geodata, because it’s such a controversial issue. And none of them will give it up without a court order, which will take days, if not weeks.”

      “Spencer, I know you have methods to get access to anything you need if you really need it.”

      “Mason, listen—”

      “NO! You listen! This is our daughter’s life we’re talking about! We all know the kidnap statistics. If we don’t find her in the first twenty-four hours then the odds of us ever finding her alive plummet to near zero. That means we have twenty-three hours left to save her. Fuck your court order! There is nothing we will ever ask you for—ever—that will come close to being as important as this! I’m asking you to do whatever you have to do to, legal or not, to get us the full license plate of the blue, older-model, 5 series BMW that was in the sixteenth arrondissement in Paris today near the corner of rue Beethoven and Avenue New York around three p.m. It probably idled in a line of traffic there for at least ten minutes, waiting their turn to pull up to the curb at the school. Someone, somewhere within BMW has access to that data. And I’d bet anything I own that this is not the first time you’ve asked for this kind of information, so I suspect someone in your office already knows who to call to get it.”

      A short sigh came from the other end of the phone, followed by the words, “No guarantees. This is not going to be anywhere near as simple as you make it sound. So, I repeat, no guarantees. But you have my word that everyone on my team will drop what we’re doing to focus on this. Stay close to your phone. I’ll come back to you shortly.”
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      As they hung up the phone with Spencer, Mason said to Kelly, “I’m only three minutes away from the school. I’ll see you in a second, honey.” He then called Philippe Bourget, his former boss at SCI, now the CEO of industrial giant Safran, another of billionaire Jean-Pierre Le Lidec’s companies. Bourget’s cell phone went straight to voicemail, so Mason called his office number. Bourget’s assistant told him that he was in a meeting and could not be disturbed. However, when Mason explained who he was and what had happened, she agreed to interrupt the meeting. She promised that either she or Bourget would call back shortly.

      As Mason approached the school, he saw the area was cordoned off by police cars and tape. Once he showed his ID he was whisked straight through to Inspector Millet, who was in charge. Kelly was already talking to him. When she saw Mason, she ran into his arms and exploded into tears. As he hugged her he said, “I know, I want to collapse and die, but we both have to stay strong right now. We have to stay strong for Addie. It’s the only way we get her back. And we are going to get her back. Okay? Look at me. Okay?”

      Kelly nodded.

      “Okay. Let’s see what this cop knows.”

      They were still talking to Millet when Mason’s phone rang a few minutes later.

      Bourget said, “Mason, my God, Sandrine just told me what happened. I cannot believe it. Please, tell me how I can help.”

      “Thank you, Philippe. I have you on speakerphone. Kelly is here with me too. Here’s what we know. Addie was kidnapped approximately forty-five minutes ago from her school in the sixteenth by two people in a navy blue, 5-series BMW that is old enough to have the old regional license plates. The plates end in 13, which means it’s from the Marseille area. Last place they were seen was entering the Périphérique at Porte de St. Cloud with a middle-aged guy driving. We don’t have a good description on him. Addie was in the back with a forty-something woman with short brownish graying hair. Of course, we called Spencer in London to get his help. He is working the location data from BMW right now to try to get us the full license plate, and maybe, just maybe, a real-time location.”

      “Okay. Well, that’s hopeful in that you at least have a possible direction they may be heading. How are you thinking that I might be of service?”

      Kelly interjected, “We are hoping you can help us raise awareness on a larger scale than might normally happen. We need to flood the highways leading from Paris to Marseille, right now, with police and every gendarme we can mobilize to pull over any blue 5 series BMW that has a Marseille license plate. We can start doing that even without getting the full plate number from Spencer. In fact, I just remembered one other thing I forgot to mention. When they first sped away, I managed to grab the left rear door handle and dragged alongside the car. The driver forced me to let go by intentionally scraping the left side of the car against parked cars here on the street. So this BMW has scrapes down the left-hand side.”

      Bourget replied, “That’s an extremely helpful detail. Naturally, you need to be sure the police know that bit of information.”

      Mason then added, “We will, of course. But back to what Kelly was saying. We know you used to be a colonel in the special forces, and we know that you were also a government minister for years, so we assume you have friends you can call to get more manpower put on the case. The police have been very helpful so far. And the detective here has just told us that the French have something called an Alerte Enlèvement, which is identical to the US Amber alert. They’ve already issued one for this BMW. But the issue is the scale of the manpower and how quickly we can deploy it. The police can only do so much. We need every gendarme in France to flood the three main roads south from Paris to Marseille, meaning the A5, A6, and A10 and we need it, like, right this second. We were also hoping that you still know people in the media who could get this info out on the airwaves, like, announced more often than just a regular Alerte Enlèvement. The police can’t make that happen. But we are hoping you can.”

      Bourget thought for a moment and then said, “Okay. Yes. There are indeed people I can call. I can’t be certain how they’ll reply. But I can sure as hell try. I’ll call you back shortly.” He confirmed the details of the BMW one last time and hung up.

      At their request, Inspector Millet took Mason and Kelly back to police headquarters where they had converted their largest conference room into a situation room. The Alerte Enlèvement was already yielding tips, but nothing had panned out. Approximately one hour after they last spoke, Bourget called back to say that he had had luck getting the radio and TV stations to increase the number of mentions of the description of the car and that he was still working on getting a larger number of gendarmes engaged, but he could not confirm whether the order had yet been sent.

      Another hour passed. More tips but still no results and no confirmed sightings. Kelly finally said to Mason, “If anything happens to her, I don’t think I can make it. I mean, literally, I don’t think I’m gonna make it. There is just no way that I can lose another child, our only child—our sweet, innocent, beautiful girl,” she added as she began to break down.

      Mason replied firmly, “Don’t say that. More importantly, don’t even think it. Think only about success. You’ll have all the time in the world to think about the future once this is over. Until it is you have to stay focused, and you have to think positive. We are going to get her back!”

      “Who would do this? Who would take our beautiful little girl? What do they want with her? I can’t even think about it. It’s too horrible to contemplate. What have we done to deserve this?”

      “I don’t know, honey. I can’t let myself think about anything but how we can get her back. And of course we haven’t done anything to deserve this. We don’t know they meant to take our child versus any other child. I think it was just incredibly bad luck. Addie was closest to the gate when the guy grabbed a little girl. The witnesses said that neither the woman nor the man ever called her by name. I think it’s totally random.”

      “Well, that’s even worse to think about then, regarding why they might want her.”

      “You gotta stop. I can’t have this conversation. We have to be thinking of things we can do to get her back.”

      Just then Mason’s phone rang. He saw a UK number on the caller ID.

      “Spencer! Talk to me.”

      “Okay. We think the BMW you’re looking for is currently parked at a rest stop named Aire de la Biche. It’s on the A6 about two hours south of Paris, just about four or five miles north of Auxerre.”

      Mason cried “God bless you!” into the phone and then turned to the room and yelled, “Okay. Listen up, people! We have confirmation that the car is at a rest stop just north of Auxerre on the A6, called Aire de la Biche!”

      Within five seconds one of the female police officers at a computer yelled, “There is a police car with two officers in it less than two miles from there right now.”

      Millet yelled, “Get them there—and I mean now!” as the woman immediately set about contacting the officers.

      Mason quietly said to Spencer, “There is a car nearby. They are racing to the rest stop now. Do you want to stay on the line?”

      “Absolutely, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. I don’t know how we can ever thank you for this. You are the best.”

      “Let’s just pray that the next few minutes go as we hope.”

      “Amen.”

      The responding officers left their shoulder-mounted radios open so the team back in Paris could hear what was happening. As they sped into the rest stop, they saw the BMW right away and used their police car to block it in from behind. Jumping out with guns drawn, they discovered that the car was empty.

      A large tractor trailer was parked two rows away from the BMW with the driver sitting behind his steering wheel eating a snack as he took a break from a long-haul delivery. One of the policemen jogged over to speak with him in the hopes that he had seen something, while the other inspected the vehicle.

      The trucker rolled down his window and said, “How’s it going, Officer? Can I help you with something?”

      “How long have you been sitting here?” came the reply.

      “Oh, I’d say almost twenty minutes, why?”

      “Did you happen to see the people who pulled in here in that BMW?”

      “Sure did. They seemed to be in a bit of a hurry. A middle-aged man and woman, along with a young girl. They got in a white sedan that was waiting there next to where they parked and took off without using the facilities. Couldn’t have been here more than a minute in total. Seemed a bit strange that they were in such a hurry. But I’ve been driving this truck for nineteen years, and you see a lot of strange things on the road.”

      “How long ago was this?”

      “Oh, I reckon it was ten minutes, twelve minutes tops.”

      “What kind of car was this sedan you saw them get in?”

      “I can’t say that I noticed. I wasn’t really paying much attention. I just know it was white, or at least kind of white.”

      “Did you notice the make or model?”

      “No, sir, I did not.”

      “How can you be sure it had four doors?”

      “Because the woman got in front, and the man got in the back with the little girl—which I thought was strange.”

      “Alright, and how certain are you about the ‘ten to twelve minutes’ part?”

      “Very certain. I only allow myself a twenty-minute break if I’m gonna stay on schedule. I had only been here maybe five minutes when they came in, and my break is just about up now.”

      “Okay. Show me your operator’s license.”

      “Am I in some kind of trouble?”

      “No. We need to go right now but I want to be able to reach you later.”

      The officer took a photo of his license and had the man call him on his own mobile phone so that he would have the man’s cell phone number too. The officer then ran back to the car where his colleague was waiting, and they sped off down the highway.

      

      Back at HQ in Paris an awkward silence had come over the room. The policewoman who spoke earlier said, “The license plate number the officer gave for the car comes back as having been stolen in Marseille three days ago.” Other than this, no one was speaking, as the new reality of their situation sank in.

      Mason looked at Kelly. Her eyes said what everyone in the room was thinking. Mason turned back to his cell phone, still in his hand, and said, “Spencer. Are you still there?”

      “I am.”

      “Did you hear that?”

      “I could only hear parts of it.”

      “The police confirmed that that was indeed the car. And a trucker at the rest stop said they were just there ten to twelve minutes ago. But it appears that they switched cars to a white sedan.”

      “What is the make and model of the white car?”

      “We don’t know,” replied Mason.

      There was a long pause. Finally, Spencer said, “I’m so sorry, Mason.”

      “Is there nothing you can—”

      Spencer interjected in a solemn tone, “Think about it. It’s one thing if we know the exact car make and model and it’s a luxury brand that we know transmits data to the manufacturer. It’s something completely different to say, ‘Can you check every car manufacturer that made a white car in the past thirty years?’ That’s simply not possible. It would take months. And many brands don’t even transmit this data. My advice is to quickly pivot to focus on a different strategy. It seems the only real chance you have now is brute force and speed. The original approach is at a dead end without a solid description of the vehicle. I’m very sorry. I really am.”

      “I guess you’re right. I need to think.”

      “I’m here by my phone if there is anything at all I can do.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mason looked over at Kelly. She was standing up looking back at him. He knew that if he walked over to console her they would both break down completely. Looking her in the eyes he said, “No. We are not giving up. We are getting her back!” Turning to the rest of the room he yelled out loud to get everyone’s attention. “Okay. Here’s what we know. We know where they are right now. They are within a twenty- to thirty-kilometer radius of the rest stop! We know they are most likely headed south. Inspector Millet, what can we do to pour every police officer and gendarme at our disposal into that zone?”

      Millet replied, “That is exactly what we are doing. We have instructed every police vehicle within one hundred kilometers to converge on that area and look at every white sedan of any model to see if there is a young Caucasian child in the car matching your daughter’s description.”

      Mason added, “That’s a great start. But what if they put her in the trunk or on the floor where she can’t be seen? We need to set up a roadblock on the interstate starting about thirty-five kilometers south of the rest stop and station police cars at every exit in case they try to go to secondary roads.”

      Millet said, “Can we speak privately?”

      Mason and Kelly walked into the next room with him where Millet continued, “I’m afraid that the Paris police do not have the authority to block an interstate in another province, even in the case of a kidnapping. To my knowledge, this has never been done unless an order was issued by the minister of the interior himself to the gendarmerie, and then only when they were acting on very specific information. We are working the chain of command to try to get more police and even some gendarmes deployed around Auxerre. But even so, you should not expect that they will be shutting down the interstates. I mean, for all we know they could have taken an exit already and are driving secondary roads as we speak. We need to operate within our authority. We are in communication with the local police in that area. Give our current approach a chance. They have six cars in the area right now and will have twenty cars in the area in another fifteen minutes.”

      Mason just nodded and walked out of the room. Kelly followed quickly behind, asking, “Are you just going to trust that this approach works?”

      “No. Because if it doesn’t, we will have lost her. But it’s a waste of time to argue with him. We don’t have a single minute to lose. He’s doing all he can, so let’s leave him to it and stay out of his way. If we want to do more, we have to do it ourselves.”
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      The phone only rang once before Bourget answered, “Mason. What’s the latest?”

      “Hi, Philippe. Thanks for picking up. Listen, we found the BMW but they’ve abandoned it at a rest stop on the A6 just north of Auxerre and switched to a white sedan. We don’t know what kind. But we think it happened just fifteen minutes ago. So, we’re screwed now in terms of tracking a specific vehicle. Our only option is to flood the area with police and gendarmes to look for any white car, or even light-colored car in case the witness was wrong, with a young girl in it. They are trying to make that happen now. But that’s still a cat and mouse game with no guarantees because they could have her in the trunk or on the floor. We have to shut down the southbound interstates in the area and put soldiers at every exit in case they try to double back to evade a roadblock and go by local roads. It’s the only way to look closely enough at every car. But the inspector here doesn’t have the authority to do that, and we are worried the process of going up the chain of command is likely to take longer than we have before they slip through. He says only the minister of the interior himself can give that order.”

      “I see. Uh, okay. But Mason, I don’t know the minister of the interior.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about you. I was thinking about our boss, Le Lidec. Even Le Lidec may not know him, but we know for sure that he knows the minister’s boss.”

      “You want me to ask Le Lidec to call President Macron?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m asking.”

      

      Three minutes later Bourget had Le Lidec on a three-way call with Mason. They explained the situation and Le Lidec agreed to help, saying, “There is no need to bother Macron. I know the minister of the interior. His name is Gérald Darmanin. He’s not a close friend but I’ve met him a few times. I’m confident he will take my call. Leave it with me.”

      Before they hung up the phone, Mason added, “Monsieur Le Lidec, I want to be clear what I’m asking. I’m asking them to block the roads so they can get a close look into every car and every trunk, I don’t care what color the car is or how many passengers are in it. These people are organized, as we have seen by the fact that they had a change of car waiting for them. And they are ruthless, as we saw when the man punched the teacher in the face without provocation. There can be no doubt that this is a matter of life or death for our daughter. The radius of the area they are in right now is reasonably confined but it is growing by the minute. If they can do it, they have to do it right now!”

      “Understood, Mason. Let me see what I can do.”

      Within twenty minutes of hanging up the phone with Le Lidec, roadblocks were in place on all southbound interstate highways in the area south of Auxerre. All exits between the rest stop where the BMW was found and the roadblocks were manned by gendarmes checking every vehicle and every trunk. Roadblocks were also set up on all major secondary roads in the area in a southbound direction. Police on motorcycles had poured into the area from every surrounding province, some from as far away as the southern banlieue of Paris, and were riding up and down the traffic jams, which now stretched for miles, checking vehicles for any sign of children.

      An hour passed, and then two. Kelly and Mason were still in the situation room at police headquarters in Paris. Kelly sat silently, catatonic, as she stared at the officers on the phones. Mason paced relentlessly, stopping only to rub Kelly’s shoulders and reassure her that they were going to get her back, which he was beginning to doubt with each passing minute.

      At one point she said to him gently, “Can you please stop pacing?”

      “I can’t, honey. I’m sorry. If I stop, I’m going to collapse and completely lose my shit.” As much as he fought it, he couldn’t help but think to himself, What do these fucking monsters want with her? What do they plan to do with her? My God, I can’t let myself even think about this. The not knowing whether or not they would get her back was unbearable.

      South of Auxerre, just a few miles north of the roadblock near a town called Avallon, an officer on a motorcycle noticed something out of the ordinary. Riding between cars in the traffic jam, he passed a light gray car in the right-hand lane. The driver was a middle-aged woman with short hair, but the passenger, a middle-aged man, was sitting in the back seat alone. The woman did not appear to be a chauffeur and the car did not look nice enough to warrant one. The officer radioed his colleagues the location and a description of the car before going back to take another pass. As he passed by a second time, he noticed a blanket that appeared to be covering something in the right rear floorboard. Stopping just outside the rear driver’s-side door, he tapped on the window and motioned for the man to roll it down. The man calmly nodded his head but rather than rolling it down immediately, he reached to his right. As he spun back around the officer could see a shotgun in the man’s hand. Not having time to draw his own weapon, nor speed away, the officer jumped from his motorcycle and rolled behind the vehicle. At that same moment the driver hit the gas, veered to the right, smashing the rear bumper of the car stopped in front, and sped off down the hard shoulder toward the next exit. The officer radioed ahead what had happened and the details of the vehicle, and then picked his bike back up and gave chase.

      By the time the car arrived at the next exit, the gendarmes had had time to reinforce their roadblock. The hilly terrain in the area gave natural barriers of steep hills on both sides of the exit. The road and its hard shoulder were the only possible ways to leave the interstate there. The shoulder was completely blocked by the gendarme’s bus and two police vehicles blocked the main lane. The setup would lead a desperate driver to attempt to smash the police vehicles out of the way, so spike strips were set across the road just after the roadblock. The officers and soldiers manning the exit saw the light gray sedan coming toward them. It appeared as if the female driver was following their hand commands to stop the vehicle. But at the last second the engine roared as the driver jammed on the gas. Everyone dove to the sides as the sedan smashed into the first police car and then the second, clearing an opening for escape. Were it not for the damage to the engine, escape might have initially appeared possible. However, the spike strips had also done their job, shredding all four tires, making it impossible to steer the car. The sedan continued forward on its rims about twenty yards before hitting the hill on the right and coming to a rest with the rims on the right side in the drainage ditch just next to the shoulder.

      Guns drawn, the gendarmes and police ran toward the vehicle. But within seconds both the front and rear doors flung open. The driver got out with her hands in the air. However, the passenger in the rear emerged with the shotgun, which he fired the moment he was able to level it at the approaching officers. But the kidnappers were not only out-manned, they were massively out-gunned. The soldiers opened fire with automatic weapons, machine-gunning both of them to shreds within seconds—and riddling the entire sedan with bullets at the same time.

      The look of relief on their faces gave way to guilt as the gendarmes approached the bullet-riddled vehicle and suddenly realized what they had done.
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      Earlier that day

      Langley, Virginia, USA

      

      CIA director Bill Burns was leaving Washington, DC, in the back seat of a black SUV, one of three in a police-escorted motorcade. He was coming from an emergency meeting of the joint chiefs, headed back to CIA headquarters in Langley. Burns had seen a lot in his thirty years of public service, but nothing he had experienced prepared him for what he was dealing with on this day. From his encrypted cell phone, he called his second-in-command, David Kimball.

      “Hey, Bill. How did the meeting go?”

      “Not well. None of them could agree on what our response should be if the intel is accurate and Putin follows through on the line of thinking we now know he’s considering. I have to go back this afternoon to brief the president in person. In the meantime, we need to share this with a limited circle of leaders within the agency.”

      “Understood. Tell me who, when, and where and I’ll make it happen.”

      “Let’s do a conf call with just the operating heads. No one else, not even tier-five personnel. Only your direct reports. I’ll be there in ten minutes but will need a few minutes to get settled. Make it two p.m.”

      

      One of the people Kimball invited to the 2 p.m. call was the newly appointed deputy director for operations, Jeffrey Green. After fifteen years in the US Army, Jeff had spent the next twenty years of his career at the agency, most of it in the field. He had specialized in Europe and the Middle East before being tapped to run all operations. Six years earlier, in 2017, he played an important role in helping Mason, Kelly, and Spencer break up the ring of terrorists responsible for the Bataclan massacre in Paris. And it was through assets deep within the Kremlin, who had been cultivated by agents in his department, that the latest intel had come.

      On the conference call, Director Burns got right to the point. “Guys, I know we’ve all been watching our relationship with Russia go from bad to worse, as the US and NATO continue to supply Ukraine with advanced weaponry, and Putin builds closer ties with Iran. Iran’s new war against Israel via Hamas is an example of how dangerous this has become. We know Putin is highly supportive of the attacks as they open a second front that the US and Europe will now struggle to support. Nevertheless, the more the war in Ukraine has dragged on, the more his position with the Russian people and his own generals has become precarious. We are aware of several threats against his life right now, so we have to assume he knows that winning in Ukraine is a life-or-death issue for him personally. Despite his complaint that we are waging a proxy war against him and that he would retaliate against us at some point, I think most of us believed he would not stoop to murdering millions of people in the West with nuclear weapons, because he knows we would retaliate in kind. But what we didn’t consider was whether he might do something that achieved the same destruction in the West, without having to be directly responsible for killing a single person. How would we retaliate in that situation if he didn’t directly kill anyone? Sadly, this is no longer a theoretical exercise. Some very disturbing intel has come to us in the last twenty-four hours via Jeff’s assets within the Kremlin. We believe Putin and his inner circle are actively considering just such a scenario.”

      As Director Burns continued, every deputy director on the call hung on his every word in silence. Within five minutes the call was over. Afterward, each participant, including the director himself, sat alone in silence in their respective offices, reflecting on the gravity of the situation, pondering whether such a scenario was indeed possible and what the USA and her allies would do about it if it actually came to pass.
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      Avallon, France

      

      The gendarmes slowly approached the car, remaining on their guard in case another kidnapper was still in the vehicle. They got close enough to see that the car was empty, other than whatever was under the blanket in the back seat floorboard, which was now covered in blood and chunks of flesh and organs from the dead kidnappers. A young corporal said to the lieutenant in charge, “Fuck, man. I’ve got two little girls at home. I don’t wanna see this. We should have been more careful.”

      The lieutenant responded, “That’s easy to say now, but not so easy when a crazy bastard is shooting at you. We did what we had to do to stay alive. Whatever else happened in that process is not our fault.”

      Stepping over the perforated body of the man with the shotgun, the corporal put his head inside the rear door of the car, and then slowly knelt on the blood-soaked seat as he winced at the thought of what he knew he was about to witness. Stretching across the back seat as he reached for the motionless blanket, he timidly said the words, “Hello? Hel-loo.”

      Grasping the blanket and gently pulling it back he saw the body of little Addie, lying facedown, her legs in the fetal position with her head facing the floor and her hand still over her ears to protect them from the noise. He lowered his head and began to cry at the sight of the sweet, dead child. He then gently laid his hand upon the back of her beautiful brown hair. However, the moment he touched her she moved, recoiling in an instinctive motion to reject the touch of a stranger.

      The corporal scrambled backward in shock for an instant and then leapt from the back of the sedan, stepping on top of the dead kidnapper, yelling, “Holy shit! She’s alive! She’s alive!”

      Within seconds a policewoman who had been right behind him body-checked the corporal out of the way and scrambled into the back seat, gently picking her up off the floor, as Addie continued to keep her eyes tightly shut and her hands over her ears. The policewoman whispered gently to her as she pulled her to her breast, “It’s okay, Addie. The bad guys are gone. You can open your eyes now. The good guys are here, and the bad guys are gone forever.”

      Still forcing her eyes closed, yet peeking slightly out of just one, Addie looked out the back of the shattered rear window and saw police car lights flashing, and soldiers and gendarmes all around the vehicle.

      The policewoman said again in a sweet motherly voice, “It’s all over now, Addie. It’s all over. We’re going to take you back to your mommy and daddy. The bad guys are gone. You’re safe now. You’re safe.”

      Addie just pushed her face into the woman’s chest with a slight whimper and wrapped her arms around her neck. The woman then asked her, “Do you hurt anywhere, honey? Are you in any pain, besides missing your mommy and daddy, does anywhere on your body hurt you?” Addie shook her head, indicating no.

      The woman then said, “Can I look at you to be sure? Can you be a big girl and stand up here in the car for me so I can see? It’s really important. I need to be sure.”

      Addie slowly opened her eyes to see the kind, gentle eyes of the policewoman smiling back at her. She then opened her eyes the rest of the way and slowly let go of the lady’s neck and stood on the floorboard, putting her arms out so the woman could touch her limbs and gently squeeze and shake each one to be certain she was not injured.

      When she was finished, the policewoman, with tears welling up in her eyes, said to Addie, “It’s a miracle, honey. You are a miracle. You’re not hurt. I can’t believe it.”

      With that the woman broke down and began to openly cry tears of joy, pulling Addie back to her chest saying, “You have no idea how happy it makes me that you are not hurt. I don’t think I have ever been this happy in my whole life. And it’s all because of you! You are a very special little girl.”

      Addie threw her arms around the woman’s neck again and hugged her as tightly as she could. The policewoman worked her way across the seat, keeping her arms tightly wrapped around Addie, until she got to the edge of the door and was able to get her feet on the ground outside.

      She then whispered to Addie as she was about to stand up with her still in her arms, “You might want to cover your ears one last time.”

      Outside the car were twenty or so police and gendarmes waiting in desperate silence for news of the little girl’s condition. As she stood up with Addie in her arms, covering her own little ears again, the policewoman yelled, “She’s unhurt! She’s totally fine!”

      The crowd erupted into cheers so loud they drowned out sounds of the sirens on the police cars that continued to arrive by the second.

      Back at police headquarters in Paris, the situation room had received word of an officer in pursuit of a suspicious vehicle that had brandished a weapon and sped off toward a blocked exit. But that had been five minutes before, which now seemed like five hours, as none of the officers at the scene currently had an open radio to the situation room in Paris. Finally, someone tuned in from the scene to their channel. The radio crackled. The room went completely silent.

      “Are you there, Paris?” Everyone could hear voices on the other end and shouting, but no one could tell what was being said.

      Millet replied, “Yes. Paris here. Tell us what’s happening.”

      “We got her! We have Addie. She’s fine. Repeat. She appears totally unharmed.”

      The room erupted into cheers. Papers were thrown in the air. Policemen and policewomen hugged each other and shouted as if France had just won the World Cup.

      “Kidnappers were killed in a shootout. But Addie, by the grace of God, is unhurt!”

      Mason and Kelly grabbed each other with all their might just as Mason’s legs gave out. Kelly could not support his weight and they both fell sideways to the floor, still hugging each other. Neither tried to get up. They just lay there on the floor crying uncontrollably and hugging, as a life-eclipsing weight, too enormous to comprehend, was lifted from their shoulders.
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      “How’s my sweet girl this morning?” Mason said.

      “Fine, Daddy.”

      “Are you going to ask how I’m doing?”

      “How are you doing, Daddy?” Addie said, smiling without looking up from her drawing.

      “You know what, I’m doing great! Every single day we are all together is a great day. Are you really doing fine, my love?”

      “You and Mommy ask me that every day. It’s like you don’t believe me.”

      “Of course we believe you, sweet girl. It’s just, well, it’s just that that was some scary stuff you went through, and we want to be sure you’re alright.”

      “I feel like I’m okay.” Then, after a short pause, she said, “It wasn’t really that scary. The lady was kind of nice. She promised me we were only going on a short trip and that then she would bring me back to you and Mommy. Then she gave me candy. Even the man said he wouldn’t hurt me or let anyone else hurt me, as long as I didn’t fuss or cry.”

      Not knowing what to say, and not wanting to continue the conversation about the kidnapping, Mason didn’t answer.

      “When can I go back to school with my friends?”

      Just then, Kelly came into the kitchen, frowning as she heard the conversation. “I thought Daddy agreed we weren’t going to talk about this for a while.”

      “Hey, don’t blame me. I didn’t bring it up, did I, sweetie?”

      Without answering his question Addie said, “Mommy, I want to go back to school with my friends.”

      Kelly replied, “Honey, the therapist thought it was a good idea to home-school you for a while. It’s only been a month. That’s not a lot of time. And your friends still come over here and play. You see them almost every day.”

      “But it’s not the same.”

      Kelly looked at Mason with a look of helplessness. Mason just shrugged his shoulders. Finally, Kelly replied, “You know we just want what’s best for you. Let Daddy and I talk about it, okay?”

      Just then the doorbell rang. Mason looked out the front window and said, “Petra’s here!” Petra Larsson was Addie’s twenty-four-year-old Swedish tutor. She had graduated from the University of Lund the year before, spoke fluent Swedish, English, and French—and had worked her way through school as a part-time nanny.

      Addie yelled, “Yaaay!” as she jumped down from her seat in the kitchen and ran to the door to let her in. Kelly had found her through an agency on short notice. The timing had worked out perfectly for her availability and Kelly liked everything about her, save one thing. Petra was extremely beautiful. Even though she completely trusted Mason, she asked herself if she was being foolish by introducing such an attractive young woman into her home. But the moment Addie met Petra, Kelly put that fear out of her mind. The two had formed an instant bond. Addie literally lit up every time Petra was near. And Kelly couldn’t help but notice that, with Petra’s help, Addie was well ahead of where her peers in school were after just a few weeks of instruction.

      Back alone in the kitchen, Kelly and Mason continued their conversation. Mason said, “You know I will support whatever you think is best, but from everything I can tell, she’s over it. I fear that we are the ones keeping it alive by treating her differently than before.”

      “I understand all that. I have the exact same thought every day. But we still have no idea if they happened to pick her at random or if they specifically wanted her. Even now, Inspector Millet doesn’t know. All they can confirm is that the two were a childless middle-aged couple, Slovakian natives, living in Marseille, known to have been involved in crime before. So, yes, maybe they just wanted a child of their own. But why not steal a baby? A five-year-old can tell everyone who she really is. How do we let her go back out into the world as if everything is normal, when we have that question mark still hanging over our heads?”

      “I hear you, hon. But I’m not suggesting we let her go out into the world alone. The school has increased security since it happened. And we will personally be taking her to and from the building. We can just tell her to stay back in the courtyard and not come out near the open gate until we arrive. But unless we plan to move to another country, I think we, as in you and I, have to get to a point where we let ourselves get back to a normal life.”

      “I know. I know. And I know you have to get back to work too. How long of a leave of absence did you tell everyone you were taking again?”

      “I didn’t. I just said until further notice. You’ve seen me sneaking a few work calls, but until I know we’re all good here at home, as in all of us, work can wait.”

      Just then a text message came in on Mason’s phone. As he was looking at it a slightly confused look came over his face. He just shook his head and put the phone back in his pocket.

      “Work text?”

      “Yeah, that’s the second time this week that this marketing intern, Corrine, has texted me asking if I have time to talk. I don’t know why her boss, Didier, isn’t the one texting me. Anyway, like I said, work can wait.”
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      That night, as they were getting ready for bed, Kelly said to Mason, “Don’t forget the big black-tie soirée that Véronique and Alain are throwing is this coming Saturday.”

      “Oh, cool. They always throw a good party. And that palace of theirs really is something. It’s not quite as massive as their parents’ chateau in the Loire Valley, but it’s pretty insane for a place in the heart of a city. Did I tell you it used to be the embassy of the Netherlands?”

      Shaking her head with a smile, Kelly replied, “Yes. Several times. You know I’m starting to worry about you. You repeat yourself more than you know when you tell stories.”

      “Ah. Oh well. It should be fun. It’ll be good for us. They always have famous people there, and I know you enjoy people watching. So, hopefully it’ll help get our minds off of all the shit that’s been happening.”

      “I don’t know. I kind of wish we hadn’t RSVP’d with a yes.”

      “What do you mean? You love their parties.”

      “If I’m being totally honest, I don’t really.”

      “Whaaaat? You always seemed to have fun there. The opulence, the fifty-foot-tall entrance hall, the waiters, the massive walled garden, the outlandish spread, the celebs. When did you start not liking all that?”

      Breathing a sigh and sitting on the chest at the foot of their bed, Kelly confessed, “Okay. If you really want to know, I don’t really like hanging out with them in general. Alain is pretentious and a little bit fake, and Véro is obviously still in love with you.”

      “Come on! You’re way out there now. Alain has always been very pleasant with both of us, even if he can be a bit heavy on the ‘I’m so cultured and my dad is a count’ shit, but Véro is not still in love with me. You’re totally imagining that.”

      “Honey, I’m not jealous or upset. I’m just saying it’s obvious by the way she looks at you. Well, at least it’s obvious to everyone but you. Don’t worry. I’m not worried that you’re in love with her, it’s just not my favorite thing to go hang out at the palace of this incredibly rich, incredibly beautiful woman who I know still pines after my husband. That’s all I’m saying. I didn’t say I won’t go. Just that it’s a bit of a chore.”

      Mason just shook his head with an exaggerated look of confusion on his face.

      Kelly continued, “On a different subject, I saw on the news today that the guy we met at your dad’s funeral a few years ago, the Senator Cohen guy who used to be your parents’ neighbor in Richmond, is the new chairman of the Senate Armed Services committee in the US. Apparently, he is supposed to be coming to Paris to meet with Macron.”

      “Yeah, I saw that too.”

      “Have you had any contact with him since the funeral?”

      “I have not. I’d never had any contact with him before the funeral either. They moved away before I was born. But apparently his parents were close friends with my parents a long time ago. I was surprised that they came to the funeral, because I don’t remember my parents ever mentioning them when I was growing up. But it was nice of them to make the effort.”

      Kelly replied, jokingly, “So I guess you’re not expecting to see him when he’s here.”

      Mason laughed as he replied, “Yeah, right. Definitely not, especially now that he’s a big-shot senator and has all the official state business stuff.”

      By now Mason was settled into bed and scrolling through the latest news from the Wall Street Journal on his iPhone. Out of the corner of his eye he couldn’t help but notice Kelly as she emerged from the bathroom. She was wearing an extra-long, almost-see-through white T-shirt, and nothing else. The front of the T-shirt draped off of her flawless breasts and protruding nipples to form an image as erotic as anything he had ever seen.

      “Well, hell-ooo there,” he said with anticipation as she walked slowly toward the bed.

      Kelly said in a somber tone, “I was thinking we should try again tonight.” As she sat on her side of the bed with her back to him.

      He replied in a joking tone, “Well, madame, I can assure you that I’m ready and willing to do my duty.”

      After a brief pause, she quietly laid down on her back with her head on the pillow and put her legs under the covers, as she stared up at the ceiling. Mason slid over closer to her and began to gently rub her arm, as she continued to lay motionless.

      Mason hesitated a few moments, and then let out a long sigh. He sat up in the bed, crossing his legs, and picked up her left hand with both of his and began to caress it tenderly. After about a minute he softly said, “Honey, can I make a very gentle suggestion?”

      Kelly closed her eyes for just a moment and then opened them again as she turned her head to look at him for the first time.

      “I love making love to you more than anything, but I just think it would be good for both of us if we could maybe try to approach it a little less like a chore and more like the playful, fun way we used to, not so long ago. It might even be better for you physiologically, if getting pregnant is the end goal. I’m just saying . . .”

      Kelly looked back at the ceiling and just nodded, with a calm, knowing look on her face.

      “I know we’ve both read lots of stories about women who subconsciously put so much pressure on themselves to conceive that it ended up having the opposite effect. I’m just suggesting that if we could forget all about it and try to get back to how we used to make love—as if it was a carefree, fun adventure—then maybe it might happen more naturally. I don’t know. That’s just my humble suggestion.”

      Kelly continued to look straight ahead, and finally murmured, “I’m sure you’re right. It’s just easier said than done.” After a short pause she said, “Let’s just forget about it tonight.” A moment later, she rolled over to face the other direction and curled up in the fetal position to go to sleep.
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      Two days later Kelly and Mason had a visit from Inspector Millet at their home.

      “Thank you for coming by, Inspector. Please, have a seat,” Kelly said.

      “How is little Addie doing?”

      “She seems to be doing just fine, better than we are in fact,” she replied.

      “I’m so glad to hear it. She really is quite a brave little girl. We were all extremely impressed by how she handled herself in such a trying situation. What have you decided regarding sending her back to school?”

      “We’re still home-schooling her for now. In fact, she is with her tutor, Petra, right now. She enjoys her time with her a great deal, but she is anxious to return to school and get back to a normal routine. We are torn on the issue.”

      Mason chimed in, “It’s a hard decision since we still know so little about the people who were behind it—and what their motives were. The biggest issue for us is whether or not they grabbed her at random or if they were specifically targeting her, or us somehow. We are hoping you can shed some light on this for us today.”

      “Well, I don’t want to disappoint you, but I’m afraid I can only fill in part of the picture. We don’t know a lot yet about these people, and we don’t have any hard evidence at this time that would allow us to assume that anyone else was involved. Here’s what we do know. Both dead kidnappers were Slovakian nationals who had been living in France for over a decade. Each had had run-ins with the law at different times in the past, but they were petty crimes for her and financial crimes for him—nothing of the magnitude of kidnapping. One of our detectives thinks there is a chance that they could have been indebted to some organized crime figures in the south but there is nothing firm on that line of reasoning yet. In the absence of proof to the contrary it may end up being a simple case of a middle-aged couple who always wanted a child but couldn’t have one, so they decided to steal one.”

      Mason added, “Okay. But wouldn’t you think they would go for a baby, not a child who is old enough to know who she is and who her real parents are?”

      “I agree that seems like such an obvious flaw in the strategy that you would think it would deter any criminal from going through with it. But in my career, I’ve seen criminals do far dumber things. So, anything really is possible. Perhaps they were planning to flee the country to a remote village. Unfortunately, we just don’t know right now. And given that they are both dead, I cannot promise you that we’re ever going to know for certain.”
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      That Saturday night Mason and Kelly shared an Uber with Talib and Marie-Laure to go to Véronique and Alain’s party. As their large black SUV turned off Boulevard Raspail onto rue de Grenelle they could already see an unfamiliar sight in the distance. There was a line of about twenty people waiting to get into the front courtyard of the Hôtel d’Avaray, Véronique and Alain’s palatial mansion.

      Talib noticed it first, exclaiming, “What’s with the line?”

      Marie-Laure chimed in as well. “How hard is it to just check a name against a guest list?”

      As they pulled up out front, they could see armed soldiers stationed on either side of the entrance, both inside the courtyard and outside on the street. Mason glanced a knowing look over to Kelly, which she was already giving back to him. She then mouthed the letters V.I.P. to him, and Mason nodded.

      As they took their place in line, Talib quietly said, “Don’t you guys think this is a little over the top? I mean, having security to check the guests in is one thing, but having soldiers?”

      Mason discreetly replied, “I don’t think the soldiers are for show or for them. I think it means that someone is coming tonight that is not, shall we say, someone you see every day. It’s why the line is taking so long. If you’ll notice they are checking everyone’s ID against their invitation and against the master list. I hope you ladies brought your driver’s permits with you tonight because I don’t think we’re going to get in without them.”

      Fortunately, they all replied in the affirmative.

      Once past security and the soldiers they strolled across the cobblestone courtyard toward the main entrance hall. As they walked, Marie-Laure said, “I read that this hôtel particulier was built for a famous marquis in the early 1700s and it stayed in the same family for over two hundred years. It makes you think about who were some of the famous people in history that walked across these very same cobblestones? Louis the sixteenth and Marie Antoinette, maybe? Perhaps Ben Franklin or Thomas Jefferson when they were ambassadors here? Napoleon, maybe?”

      The others just smiled and nodded, too captivated by the beauty of the building to listen to words right then. Once in the main hall the splendor of the palace was overwhelming. The vaulted ceilings at the entrance were nothing short of breathtaking, and the grand marble staircase looked as if it floated down from the heavens to greet the guests, inviting all who entered to walk, or waltz, up them to the salon rooms on the premier étage, the likes of which most people would only ever see on a tour of Versailles.

      But before the guests could ascend the staircase, they were all directed to walk past the coat check, where they were instructed not just to check their coat, but to leave their mobile phones as well. Every guest was given a small Louis Vuitton velvet draw-string pouch for their phones and made to check them with their coats. No exceptions.

      Talib suggested, “I wonder if they’re going to have some kind of kinky show tonight,” as the rest of them laughed.

      The couple’s regular household staff were occasionally visible as they shuttled back and forth with various chores, but the waitstaff serving drinks to the guests on sterling silver trays were all models, male and female alike, wearing what one could only describe as tastefully risqué outfits.

      Mason and Kelly grabbed a glass and made their way across the grand ballroom to the row of open French doors that overlooked the rear garden. Mason commented, “A person walking down the street would never guess that behind these high walls are gardens this big. Hell, this is more of a park than a garden. By the way, do you see what I see?”

      “More soldiers on the perimeter of the garden? Yeah. Who do you think is coming? President Macron?”

      “Possibly. But I don’t think so.”

      “Why not? Who do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know, but I see one thing that gives a clue.”

      “What?”

      “Look closely at the uniforms of the soldiers by the back gate? Those aren’t French uniforms like the ones out front.”

      “Ahhh. You’re right. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Kelly replied.

      “I am.”

      “Now that would be cool.”

      “I told you this would be fun.”

      Kelly just smiled as she slipped her arm inside of Mason’s and gently put her head against the side of his shoulder as they made their way back into the ballroom.

      Suddenly Mason felt a nervous tap on his arm. It was Farida, one of Véronique’s longtime household staff. With her thick Algerian accent, she hurriedly said, “Good evening, Monsieur Wright, I thought that was you. We’re not supposed to bother the guests but . . .”

      “Farida, you could never be bothering us. It’s wonderful to see you. How are you?”

      “I’m fine, monsieur. Fine. Thank you for asking. Good evening, Madame Wright, oh my goodness you look so beautiful, like a goddess. Really.”

      “Thank you, Farida. You are very sweet.”

      “Monsieur Wright, I won’t keep you, I just wanted to quickly say thank you for getting my daughter Corrine the internship at your company. That was so nice of you. You said you would do it and you did, and we are very grateful. Many people promise things that never happen. But you promised it and you did it. Thank you so much. I know she is really enjoying working there.”

      “Well thank you, Farida. It was our pleasure. She totally earned it and I understand that she is doing great work. So I think it’s a great result all around.”

      Just then Talib and Marie-Laure joined them and began talking to Kelly as Farida was saying goodbye. “Thank you, monsieur. That’s very kind of you to say. I’ll let her know. I will leave you to enjoy your evening before I get in trouble.” Leaning in, she said more quietly, “Also, I know you have taken a short leave from work, but Corrine is trying to reach you. If you could please call her back, I think it’s important. But please do not tell anyone I said this to you. I must go now. Thank you again. Bye-bye.” With that, Farida hurried away and disappeared through the crowd of guests as Mason thought to himself, What was that about?
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      Mason and Kelly had been chatting with friends at the party for about an hour when Talib suddenly straightened up and whispered to Mason, “Hey. Hey, here he comes.”

      “Sorry, here who comes?”

      “My boss. Dominique de Perignon.”

      De Perignon was the founder and senior partner at Quintille Capital, one of the most successful private equity firms in France. He cut an imposing figure and was well known in the business community throughout Europe. He was about five-foot-ten and extremely handsome. But his success did not come from his looks. De Perignon had the full résumé—educated at the best grandes ecoles in France, he had rocketed up the ladder at Lazard before opening his own boutique private equity firm at the age of twenty-nine. Since then, he had been responsible for some of the most successful, high-profile deals of the last decade. But De Perignon was the antithesis of the brash young banker the US is famous for. He was old-school. He used his aristocratic heritage and gentle charm to cultivate relationships long before exits were even on the horizon, so that when the right time came to sell a business, his phone was the first to ring.

      “Mason Wright. How are you, my friend.”

      With a warm smile and a firm grip, Mason shook his hand, saying, “Hello, Dominique. It’s been a while. I’m fine, thank you. How are you?”

      “Fine, Mason. Everything is just fine. How long has it been?”

      “I don’t know. A year, maybe two? Time is flying by so fast it’s hard to remember. I think we were here the last time we met, no?”

      “Indeed, I believe you’re right. How are things over at SCI? I understand that you guys are really crushing it over there. Can I believe what I read in the papers?”

      “Well, why, uh, yes, when it comes to SCI I think the reporting has been pretty accurate. But I confess I’m not up on the very latest info as I’ve been on a leave of absence for the past month. But I’m about to go back full-time. If I don’t, I think Jean-Pierre might find himself a new CEO. He’s called twice this week asking when I’m coming back in.”

      “Oh, yes. Absolutely dreadful business, that. Is your little girl okay?”

      “I think she’s doing fine, thank you.”

      “Good. That’s great. I won’t spoil the evening by reminding you of what I’m sure are some very bad memories.” Pausing for a moment, he continued, “Well, I just wanted to ask, if I may, what are you guys doing in revenue now? Forty-five million euro? Fifty million?”

      Mason chuckled. “Now Dominique, I’ve only had two glasses of champagne. I hope you know I’d need to drink at least five or six before I’d start spilling confidential info like sales numbers. We’re privately held. You know we don’t report our numbers publicly.”

      “Serves me right. Let’s just say, I’m estimating that you are in a range of scale now that one would naturally be thinking of an exit plan at some point in the not-too-distant future. I just hope you keep us in mind when you do. Quintille would love to buy SCI when you are ready.”

      “Thank you for that vote of confidence. My first response is, I’m just a lowly CEO. As you know, Jean-Pierre Le Lidec owns the company, so naturally he’s the one who will make the decision on that. My second response is, I have no doubt that you would be at the top of the list of PE firms we will call when that day comes. Talib would never forgive me if we didn’t. Would you, Talib?”

      With a nervous laugh, Talib replied, “No. I would not.”

      Just then a buzz swept over the crowd, and everyone turned to see what the fuss was about. Véronique had appeared at the top of the third-floor landing and was making her way slowly down the stairs to the ballroom.

      Perignon said what everyone was thinking, “Now that is a grand entrance.”

      Kelly watched her walking down the first few steps and then looked over at Mason with a knowing smile. Mason could see out of the corner of his eye that she was looking at him, so he put his hands behind his back and pretended to be looking off in another direction at the architecture of the ceiling. Kelly gave him a gentle tap on the butt, laughing, and said, “I never said you couldn’t look. I just said you couldn’t touch.” Mason laughed and turned his gaze back toward Véronique.

      She was wearing a low-cut sequin dress that only came down as far as the very top of her upper thighs.

      An older woman standing close by commented, “My lord, could that dress be any shorter?”

      To which one of the younger women in her group replied, “Maybe not, but you’ve got to admit she is rocking it.”

      While yet a third woman commented, “She reminds me so much of her mother when she was a famous model back in the 1980s, before she married the count.”

      A few minutes later Mason saw Alain walking past and began, “Good evening, Alain,” but before he could finish his sentence Alain, a bit unstable on his feet, continued past him with barely a nod of acknowledgment, en route to asking Marie-Laure to dance.

      “Alain appears to have started early today,” Kelly said quietly to Mason.

      “He’s a nice guy. He means well. But, yeah, he might want to go a bit easier on the booze.” And then turning to face Kelly, Mason said in an overly chivalric accent, “May I have this dance, milady?”

      Kelly replied with a smile and an equally exaggerated accent, “I thought you’d never ask.”

      Mason was pleased to see her enjoying herself, as they danced to several songs in a row. They were both excellent dancers, having had years of practice together. Le Rock was one of their favorites. In the USA it used to be called the jitterbug way before their time. Finally, a slow song came on and as Mason pulled her in, he said, “I know I’ve told you this before, but there is nothing on earth more sexual than a beautiful woman dancing with great rhythm. I may not make it through this party without having to take you home and ravage you.”

      “Behave yourself, young man,” came the teasing reply.

      A short while later, as Mason and Kelly were enjoying a glass of champagne by the open balcony doors, Véronique came over to say hello.

      “You know, if we had a competition for the most beautiful couple here, the two of you would win hands-down,” she said.

      Kelly immediately replied, “Oh, you know you’re exaggerating. There is not a woman in this building who can hold a candle to you tonight. I love your dress.”

      “Thank you, Kelly. You look fantastic,” she replied as they all kissed hello. She then said, “Tell me, how is Addie progressing since that, well, thing so terrible that we won’t speak of it?”

      Kelly said, “You know, I think she’s doing just fine, amazingly. It’s more Mason and I that have to get comfortable with the world again and letting her back in it.”

      “I can only imagine. My God. Well, it’s just the most wonderful news ever that you guys got her back, and so quickly. Anyway, let’s talk about something more pleasant.”

      After a few minutes of small talk amongst the three of them, Véronique asked Kelly, “Would you mind terribly if I stole him away for a dance?”

      “Not at all. I’m still catching my breath from the last song.”

      Once out on the dance floor she said, “So, how are you? You look great, as always.”

      “Hey, you’re one to talk, while you’re wearing that dress. You’re not making many wives happy in here tonight looking as hot as you do. But, yeah, I’m well. Great, actually, now that my family is safe. How are you guys?”

      “Eh, not that great, if I’m being honest.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. What’s going on?”

      “Where do I begin? My husband drinks too much, and sometimes doesn’t come home at night. He’s pressuring me to break our prenup, or at a minimum loan him some money—who knows what for. And last but not least, I’m not sure I want to stay with him anymore.” She then added sarcastically, “But hey, other than those minor things, everything is great.”

      “Holy shit, Véro, I’m so sorry. I had no idea you were dealing with all of that. I know that has to be really hard—to carry all that on the inside, especially when you seem like everything is perfect on the outside.”

      The song they were dancing to ended and a slow song started. Mason stopped dancing, not sure if they would, or should, leave the dance floor. But Véronique just slid in close to him and continued dancing as if the prior song never ended.

      After a minute or so of silence, she continued, “And, to top it off, Alain and I haven’t made love in months.” Not knowing what to say, Mason didn’t say anything. She finished the thought by saying, “So, it’s been a pretty shitty period all around lately.”

      “I’m sorry, Véro, really.”

      “I confess, I miss talking to you. You were always a good listener.”

      “We did have some epic conversations in the old days, didn’t we?”

      “I miss making love to you, too, just saying.”

      “Easy, girl. You’ve either had too much to drink or you’re oversharing. Kelly and I are all good.”

      “Fair enough. I’m not drunk. I’m just feeling a bit weak and nostalgic. Don’t shoot me for oversharing. I’m not a homewrecker. I was just trying to pay you a compliment. I’ve never had anyone make love to me the way you used to, where I knew my lover really wanted to take care of me, not just themselves.”

      “Okay. Well, thank you for that. It’s nice of you to say, but let’s change the subject. I’m sure there is an unwritten rule somewhere that discussions like that are off limits once two people are no longer together. In fact, there is probably a Seinfeld episode about it,” he added nervously.

      “A what?”

      “Sorry. It’s an old American TV show. Have you told your parents that you and Alain are having problems?”

      “Are you kidding? You don’t understand what it’s like in my family. Nothing ever gets discussed out loud. You could fill a book with all the problems we all know need addressing but that no one ever says anything about. It’s just how it is.”

      As Mason and Véronique were finishing their second dance, Talib found his way back over to Kelly and commiserated with her about their spouses dancing with other people.

      “How long have they been dancing?” Talib asked, as they looked at Mason and Véronique.

      “Just a few minutes. It’s only the second song. Nothing to be worried about.”

      “I wish I could say the same. Marie-Laure is on the fifth song with Alain. I feel it’s long enough now that I’m becoming uncomfortable.”

      “You can always politely cut in. It would be hard to deny a man the opportunity to dance with his own wife, wouldn’t it?” said Kelly.

      “I’m not a big dancer. But I guess you’re right. That’s a good idea.”

      When the second song ended, Mason came back over to Kelly and gave her a gentle kiss on the lips, saying, “How did I do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I was happy to oblige the first dance, but was kind of conscripted into the second. Just wanted to be sure I wasn’t gone too long. I didn’t dare leave you any longer without risking some handsome prince, like, quite literally, showing up and sweeping you away,” he said as he put his arm around her.

      Kelly reached up with her hand to hold his that was draped across her, saying with a gloating smile, “Are you ready to admit I’m right about her still being in love with you?”

      “Whaaat? Not that again. Why would you say that?”

      “Because women know these things. From a mile away we can tell things that men often don’t see until it bites them in the butt.”

      “Well. Let’s just say I’m not willing to admit it, but I’m not denying it quite as vehemently as before, either. I honestly don’t think it’s me so much as she’s just in a bad place right now.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t feel right talking about it here. I’ll give you the Cliffs Notes when we get home.”

      

      A half hour later, for the second time in the evening, a buzz swept across the crowd, this one even more dramatic than when Véronique made her entrance. It was accompanied by gasps from some of the women and followed by a push by other guests to move closer to the grand staircase to greet the couple who had just arrived and were standing on either side of Véronique.

      Kelly said to Mason, “Can you see what all of the fuss is about?”

      Standing on his tiptoes, he smiled a huge grin and then looked back down at Kelly and said, “Yep. I sure can.” He then proceeded to playfully look up at the ceiling again.

      “Well?!”

      “Well, what?”

      “Stop it,” she said as she smacked him lightly on his chest. “Who is it?”

      Mason stopped joking and proceeded to pick her up by her waist so she could see across the crowded dance floor. Her eyes lit up with excitement.

      Standing on either side of Véronique were none other than William and Kate, the prince and princess of Wales.

      “So we guessed right! The British uniforms in the back were a dead giveaway!” As Mason set her back down, she continued, “There was no mention at all in the press that they were even in the country. Did you know that she knew them?”

      He shook his head. “They probably just snuck over quietly for the weekend. I did not know she knew them. But that explains the cell phone ban. I guess it shouldn’t be a big surprise. At the very top of the aristo hierarchy, they all know and hang with each other.” After a brief pause, he added, “I know you’re not easily impressed by fancy rich shit, but I have to say, if you could see your face right now, it’s lit up like a Christmas tree.”

      “Okay. We’ll let this be my confession for the night. So, yes, you were right. I’m glad we came.”
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      Later that night, as they were getting ready for bed, Mason noticed that Kelly had become quieter since they arrived back home. Already in her pajamas, she was brushing her hair in front of the mirror in the bathroom when he walked up behind her and gently kissed the side of her neck while resting his hands on her shoulders. Between kisses he asked, “You doing okay? Did you have a nice time tonight?” She slowly nodded a yes, but the expression on her face remained somber.

      Eventually she said, “What’s wrong with me?”

      “Nothing is wrong with you, honey.”

      “That doesn’t help. I know you’re not happy.”

      “Oh my God, honey, please don’t start. We had such a nice time tonight. Please don’t go dark on me and ruin it.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. You don’t get it. I can’t control it. I start thinking about things that make me sad and then I’m suddenly sad and I can’t shake it.”

      Mason did not reply, but just walked back into the bedroom.

      Kelly continued, “Like, tonight is a perfect example. I did have a nice time and then I started thinking about how I know you’ve been unhappy lately because I’ve been depressed for so long, and I know love making has become dull and mechanical. And I know how that’s always the first step when marriages break down. The man is always more unhappy about that than he admits. And then I saw how beautiful Véro looked tonight, and I know she still loves you and I just can’t help thinking . . .”

      With both frustration and tenderness in his voice, he replied, “Honey, this is not you talking. This is whatever imbalance you are fighting in your brain right now that has crept up on you since we lost the baby. You know I love you, not Véro, not anyone else. And I married you for better or for worse, forever. I’m here for you to help you get through whatever sadness, or whatever else may burden you, always. Now let’s put these and any other imaginary notions out of your head and go to sleep.”

      Another minute passed with neither of them speaking, when Kelly finally said, “I can’t help it. I keep seeing our little Joey’s tiny face as I held him in my arms. He looked so perfect, like he was only sleeping. But I knew that he would never open his eyes. And I knew that so many of our dreams had just died with him.” She began to cry as she continued, “I knew that he and Addie would never chase each other around the house laughing. I knew that we would never watch him learn to ride a bike. I knew that I would never . . .” She stopped to try to control her tears. “. . . that I would never see his eyes light up when you came through the door on his birthday with his first soccer ball, or watch the two of you playing with it in the garden . . .” She stopped as she lost all control, sobbing.

      Mason pulled her in, hugging her tightly, saying, “Hey. Hey, all of those things are still going to happen. They just weren’t meant to happen with him in that body. And we don’t know why. And we will never know why in this life. But we will have other children. And I believe that it’s very likely that God will put his soul in the body of our next boy—and you will get to watch all of those things happen. We just have to be patient. There are reasons that our paths twist and turn in bizarre and sometimes tragic ways. We just don’t get to know the answer. So don’t even try. Just focus on the now. Don’t look back. You know the rule. There are no answers back there. Only pain. Focus forward. Focus on how much I love you, and how much Addie and I need you in the here and now.”

      They continued to hold each other tightly for a long time. Afterward, they climbed into bed together and turned out the light in silence. Kelly then added in a soft voice, “Thank you for that. I know this isn’t my normal self. I just want you to know that I am trying to get past it and get back to the old me.”

      “I know you are, honey. You just have to fight your way back. Fight the darkness like you’d fight a bad guy who was trying to hurt you or our family. Wake up each day and don’t be shocked or disappointed when you feel the sadness coming on. You know it’s coming. Fight it. Fight for the old you every day. I know it’s easier said than done. But I know you will kick its ass and find the strength to beat this or beat any challenge that comes your way. That is who you really are. You’re a fighter. You’re a total badass. And I know you’re going to beat this.”

      As Mason finished talking, Kelly slid over to him and wrapped herself up in his arms. After a minute or so of absorbing the warm embrace she whispered, “I love you so much.”

      “I love you right back, beautiful . . . forever.”

      A few moments later he felt her arms pulling him in as she whispered, “Make love to me.”
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      Two days later, around eight o’clock in the evening, Mason and Kelly had just finished reading Addie a bedtime story and putting her to bed when the doorbell rang. Kelly looked out of the window to see who it was.

      “It’s a well-dressed young woman and two men in suits. And it looks like they got out of two black SUVs double-parked and still running out front. Any ideas?”

      “I don’t have a clue,” Mason replied as he joined her in the living room to look out the window. “I’ll go see what they want.”

      “Why don’t you just ask them on the intercom?”

      “I don’t know. They don’t look dodgy. I don’t want to start living like that.”

      “Fair enough. But I’m going to answer the door with you as backup—just in case.”

      Chuckling, he added, “Suit yourself.”

      

      “Good evening. Can I help you?” Mason asked, as he opened the massive oak door which led to the cobblestone archway that ran up the middle of their building.

      “Mason Wright?” the woman asked.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Jen Lesniewski, Senator Phillip Cohen’s personal assistant. These gentlemen are part of his security detail. May we come in for a moment?”

      Mason and Kelly looked at each other in confusion. Kelly’s was more of disbelief. Taking her cue, Mason replied, “I’m sorry. I know this will seem terribly rude of us, but we’ve had some security issues of our own recently. So, forgive our caution. Would you mind showing us some form of ID?”

      “Not at all. Here’s my driver’s license and my Capitol Hill security badge.”

      “Thank you. If you’ll kindly wait here a moment, we’ll bring these right back to you,” he said as he closed the door.

      Kelly said, “Do you believe them?”

      “I guess so. I mean, I did meet the guy once a few years ago and we know he knew our family. And we read that he’s in town. So, it’s not impossible.”

      “Yeah, but it seems really unlikely that he would send his PA over to your house without so much as a phone call.”

      “I agree. It’s bizarre. How do we check this ID out to see if it’s legit? I don’t want to run to Spencer every time we have a question about something. There has to be some quick, easy way to at least sanity check it.”

      “I don’t know. Go on LinkedIn and see if the face and title match hers and the ID. That’s at least something. But if it does, check the secondary links from the profile that show up there to be sure that those go to real people—like the senator himself.”

      Clicking through LinkedIn on his phone, Mason said, “Uh . . . yeah. It shows her picture and that’s her title,” holding up the phone so Kelly could see. “And it shows recommendations for her from the senator. When you click through it goes over to his profile, and that’s his picture. I mean, it looks legit.”

      “Okay. Well, it’s getting weird leaving them standing outside. Go ahead and let them in.”

      Opening the door and handing back her IDs, Mason said, “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. Please, come in. I won’t bother you with the details of what we’ve been through recently but let’s just say it has caused us to be a bit more cautious than normal. Have a seat.”

      The two men in dark suits did not speak. One remained standing by the door. The other sat on the sofa next to Ms. Lesniewski as she replied with a serious yet professional smile, “Thank you. No need to apologize, we understand. I appreciate that this is a highly irregular visit. I’ll begin with a personal request from the senator. He would be extremely grateful if you would keep the fact that this visit ever happened in strictest confidence.”

      Looking at each other and shrugging their shoulders, Mason and Kelly each replied, “Okay, sure.”

      “As you may have read, Senator Cohen is in Paris today and tonight. He leaves to go back to the US tomorrow morning. He is in a meeting with President Macron right now at the Élysée Palace. In fact, we need to head back there right away, as we don’t know what time the meeting will break. But we are here at the senator’s instruction to ask you, Mason, if you would come with us. I know you are acquainted with the senator, having met him briefly at your father’s funeral. He would like to invite you for a drink this evening. Again, apologies for not being able to arrange it in advance or set a specific time; we are basically working this into his packed schedule. But he asked me to assure you that you will find the meeting worth your while as it concerns a very important topic that will be of interest to you.”

      After a look of incredulity that he shot over to Kelly, Mason turned back to the woman and said, “Uh, sure, I guess. I’m as confused as I am flattered as to why he’d want to have a drink with me. But I don’t see why not. Honey, any thoughts on this?”

      “No. We’ll be fine here. Go.”

      “So, I’m just going to ride with you and wait outside the palace for him to be done and we’ll have our drink after that?”

      “Correct. The senator is staying at the Ritz, on place Vendôme. After you’re done one of the drivers out front will bring you back here.”

      Mason said, “I’ll just get my coat.”
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      Mason sat in the back seat of the second SUV for about forty-five minutes as they waited in front of the Élysée Palace, before Senator Cohen finally emerged from the building. Mason watched him walk directly to the first SUV and climb in. Both vehicles immediately left, accompanied by a police escort in front and back. Stopping in front of the Ritz just three minutes later, Cohen and Lesniewski both stepped out of the first vehicle and spoke quietly to one another for a moment, as the driver opened Mason’s door. Mason couldn’t help but notice the body language between the two, the familiarity with which they spoke to each other, the proximity of their faces to one another and their expressions. He caught himself wondering if there was something more between the powerful senator and his attractive assistant. But then he chastised himself for such a petty thought, especially from just a single observation.

      By the time Mason was fully out of the vehicle Cohen was walking toward him with his hand extended. “Mason. Thank you for coming to meet me, especially on such short notice. It’s nice to see you again. What has it been? Three years or so since your dad’s funeral?”

      “Yes, uh, yes, I believe that’s right. I confess I was surprised by your kind gesture, especially as busy as you must be. Thank you for reaching out,” Mason replied.

      “Of course. Don’t mention it. I’m only sorry it’s under such rushed and, well, unique circumstances.”

      “Not sure what that means but I’m looking forward to learning what you’re referring to.”

      “Yes, indeed. So, I need to run and drop some things in my suite. Jen will show you to the bar and I’ll be there in just a few minutes. I’m sorry about all the to-do with the secret service guys. You’re going to see more of them inside and in the bar. It kind of comes with the job.”

      “No, no. Don’t mention it. It’s all a bit exciting, in a strange kind of way. I’ll see you in a minute.”

      Mason and Ms. Lesniewski let Cohen and his detail go inside first, waiting a few moments before going in. As they walked into the lobby, Mason immediately noticed what the senator had been referring to—serious-looking men with suits and earpieces, both in the lobby and on either side of the door to the bar, known as Bar Hemingway, in honor of the famous author that used to frequent it in the 1920s and ’30s. Lesniewski said good night and left Mason in the care of two secret service agents who walked with him and the hostess to a reserved table at the far end of the small room, farthest from the bar. The two agents remained standing nearby scanning the room as Mason waited patiently for Cohen to arrive. As is typical for places like the Ritz, the other patrons momentarily noticed the new entrant, especially one with a security detail, and then went right back to their own conversations without giving it a second thought. Bar Hemingway only has twenty-five seats. With its high paneled walls, leather upholstered chairs, hanging parlor lights, and lack of music, it feels more like a room in an exclusive private club, or an English country manor house, than a bar.

      As Mason waited, he couldn’t help but think to himself that there was something vaguely familiar about the senator. When he met him the first time three years earlier, he had not noticed it at all. Standing at about five feet nine inches he was a full four inches shorter than Mason, but his close-cropped black hair, athletic build, and rugged good looks reminded Mason of someone, he just couldn’t think of whom. The thought slipped away from him as he looked over the drinks menu and laughed to himself at the prices. He thought, Really? 150 euros for a single glass of decent scotch. Come on, guys.

      A few minutes later, Cohen entered the bar with two agents of his own in tow and came straight over to the table as Mason stood to greet him. “Keep your seat. Keep your seat,” Cohen insisted, before continuing, “Have you looked at the menu yet? What are you drinking? Get whatever you want. Uncle Sam’s paying.”

      Chuckling as he shook his head, Mason said, “Well, I was eyeing the eighteen-year Macallan, as it’s a favorite of mine, but I’m worried about adding to the national debt to ask you to buy one for me here.”

      “Ah. A single-malt-scotch man. I should’ve known. Excellent choice.”

      The waiter was at their table before Cohen had finished taking his seat. In classic French style he offered a pleasant-but-professional salutation, “Messieurs, bonsoir.”

      “Two Macallan eighteens, please,” came the reply from the senator, as he then turned his attention to his still-surprised guest. “So,” Cohen said, smiling nervously as he looked Mason in the eye.

      “Yes, so,” Mason replied with an inquisitive look, staring back at him.

      After a slight pause, the senator said, “Mason, I have two important things to share with you. And because we live in a world where no phone or video conversation is truly private, I am only willing to tell you these things in person. Both are going to be life changing.” After a further moment of hesitation he continued, “Look. There is no rule book on how to do this, so please bear with me as I figure out my own way to say it.”

      “Sure,” Mason replied, changing his pleasant expression to one of concern.

      “Okay. The first is some very private details about my family. You can count on one hand the number of people in the world who know this information. All I can ask is that you please keep it in confidence.”

      Mason interrupted, “Senator, I’m confused. You don’t need to share anything of this nature with me. I mean, who am I? We’ve only met once.”

      “No. I do. If you let me finish, you’ll see why I feel compelled to share both things with you, specifically.”

      “Okay.”

      “I come from a long line of men who have served their country. My grandfather was at the Battle of the Bulge. And my dad fought in Vietnam, making it to the rank of bird colonel. My mom and he got married right after college. Dad was ROTC and ended up being sent to fight shortly after graduation. He did three tours and came home with a ton of medals and a ton of emotional baggage from the things he saw, and did, as well as the way vets were treated by a lot of folks when they got back home. Unfortunately, and this is where it gets personal, he brought something else home with him.”

      Cohen paused to collect himself as he struggled to venture any deeper into his story. Continuing, he said, “It was common back then for soldiers in war to visit brothels. I’m not trying to excuse it. It’s just a fact. Apparently, Dad picked up some brutal VD shit in Vietnam that even antibiotics couldn’t fully cure. The sad result of the infection was that he was sterile for the rest of his life.”

      While Cohen let his last statement hang in the air in silence, Mason ran the math in his head. He thought, It’s 2023. Cohen is mid-forties, so he was probably born in 1978, give or take a year. The last soldiers came home from Nam in 1975. Something doesn’t add up.

      Cohen continued, “This had all already happened when my folks moved in next door to your parents in 1974 and became best friends.”

      “It’s curious. I remember my mom telling me after Dad’s funeral that your parents used to be their best friends. But my brother and sister and I thought it was strange that we never heard them mention you guys, and they never visited in all those ensuing years, or vice versa.”

      “Yeah. Well, there’s, uh, there’s a reason that they lost touch. You see, my folks moved to Missouri in January of 1978. I was born in June of that year.”

      Mason replied, “So your mom was a few months’ pregnant with you when they moved from Richmond. Okay. And?”

      “And my dad had been sterile since the early seventies.”

      “I’m sorry, Senator. I don’t mean to be slow tonight, but I’m not with you.”

      Looking off at the bar across the room, and letting out a long, slow sigh, the senator said, “You’re not making this easy on me, are you?”

      “I’m sorry. I sincerely don’t get the connection. Could you just cut to the chase?”

      Cohen reached into his wallet and very carefully took out an old black-and-white photograph. Holding it with both hands and looking at the man’s picture for a moment with reverence, he finally turned the picture around for Mason to see it. It was a photo of Mason’s own father.

      Losing a bit of the respect that had been in his voice all evening, Mason said, “Why the hell do you carry a picture of my father in your wallet?”

      The senator replied in an equally serious tone, “Have you really not put it together or are you just trying to be slow now?”

      Mason looked at the photo and then back at the Cohen, several times in rapid succession. Even he had to admit that the resemblance was striking. Finally, Cohen gently took the photo back from Mason and held it up beside his own face, saying sarcastically, “Tell me you still don’t know where I’m going with this. I look exactly like him, Mason.”

      Unable to easily digest this information and all its subsequent ramifications, Mason momentarily lost his composure saying, “What is this? Some kind of fucking joke?”
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      “Wakey, wakey, sleepy head,” Kelly said as she put a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice on the nightstand next to Mason’s head.

      “Please, seriously, get a gun and just shoot me now. My head feels like someone hit it with a sledgehammer.”

      “Weren’t you the party animal last night. I looked at the clock when you tried to sneak into bed at two thirty a.m. You and your new BFF senator friend must have closed the place down,” she said with a smile.

      “Yeah. He’s a pretty cool guy. We went to the bar at the Ritz and ended up killing an entire bottle of Macallan eighteen together. God only knows what the final bill was. And maaaaan, have I got some heavy shit to share with you, once I’m able to open my eyes.”

      Kelly had walked into their bathroom to brush her teeth, leaving the door open. As she was rinsing, she yelled back to Mason, “Cool. Give me the abbreviated version.”

      Mason hesitated before answering, and then, forcing a grin through squinting eyes, he said, “Well, for starters, he wanted to tell me he’s my half-brother.”

      Kelly shouted back, “No, seriously. What did he want?”

      Mason remained silent.

      Kelly leaned her head around the corner looking at Mason, asking again, “What did he want?”

      Mason sat up in bed, continuing to smile and shrugging his shoulders, indicating he wasn’t kidding.

      Kelly now came out of the bathroom and stood in the doorway with her mouth slightly open. “Get out!” she said incredulously in slow deliberate syllables.

      “I kid you not, my love.”

      “What?! No frickin way! How is that possible? I mean, how did it happen and who else knows, and how come we’ve never known?”

      With his eyes closed, Mason took a long, slow sip of his orange juice and then quietly drew a long breath, exaggerating the delay just to drive Kelly crazy.

      “Come on. Come on. Details. Dish!” was her impatient reaction, as she pulled the chair from her dressing table up beside the bed to sit closer to Mason, who proceeded to dutifully recount every fact and tidbit he could remember from what Cohen had shared with him.

      As was usually the case, he quickly ran low on specifics. Kelly asked, “Well, did your parents agree in advance that your dad would get her pregnant? And did they actually have sex or just give her, you know, the semen? Or did your dad cheat with her? And did your dad have any relationship with Cohen while he was growing up, without you guys knowing?”

      “Whoa there, beautiful. You know I don’t remember details.”

      “Are you kidding me? How could you not ask those basic things?”

      “I did ask some of them. Just slow down. I’m still waking up and I’m in agony here. Give me a second.” After another long, slow sip on his OJ he said, “He advised me to ask Mom, because he said she knows everything. And I think he was trying to be sensitive to letting her tell what she wanted us to know, and not disclose everything. But from what I did get out of him, I think Dad and his mom, Sara, had a brief affair without their spouses knowing—initially. He seems to think that his mom was the aggressor and that it only lasted a couple of months. He said she was basically trying to get pregnant, even though she knew it would likely destroy their friendship.”

      “What? I don’t get it. Why the hell didn’t her own husband get her pregnant?”

      “Oh yeah. I guess I left out an important detail. Her husband was sterile from some nasty VD shit he picked up in a brothel in Vietnam. So, basically his mom was gambling that he wanted a child bad enough that he’d stand by her, and she was right. Their family stayed together until his dad’s death when Phillip, uh, Senator Cohen, was in college.”

      “How long has he known, like, when did his parents tell him?”

      “His mom only told him shortly after his dad died when he was in his early twenties. Since then, he’d always wanted to get to know Dad, and us, but his mom was really against it. She felt like she had kind of shoplifted Dad’s sperm, and always had trouble facing up to it. But when Dad died a few years ago, apparently my mom tracked her down and invited them to the funeral.”

      “Are you sure your mom knows about him?”

      “Yeah. Phillip says Mom mentioned that she knew when she called to tell them that Dad was dead, and that she got over it long ago. So, Dad must have confessed at some point. I don’t know if it was ten days later or ten years. I guess only Mom can answer those questions.”

      “Wow. This definitely qualifies as a ‘you can’t make this shit up’ story.”

      “Yeah. I really enjoyed hanging out with him. I was kind of a dick at first, but I got past it. None of it’s his fault. I’ve gotta call Mom this afternoon and ask her, like, what the fuck? But I need to change gears now. Because there’s more.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “Yeah. A massive uh-oh. Like the biggest uh-oh you’ve ever heard. So, the fact that he’s my half-brother only explains why he felt the need to tell me what I’m about to tell you. This shit is so secret that only a few dozen people in the US government know about it. If word got out there would literally be pandemonium in the streets. So, not fucking around, you cannot tell anyone what I’m about to tell you.”

      “Okay. I get it. I won’t say anything to anyone without talking with you about it.”

      “If he’s right, then something very fucked up is, in his words, ‘more likely than not’ to happen in the next two weeks.”

      “Oh God. Is someone going to nuke someone else?”

      “Kind of but not exactly. Apparently, there is hard intel that Putin has reached his limit with the West shipping arms to Ukraine—and he believes this is the perfect time to strike back now that we have been drawn into a full-blown second front with the war in Israel. The specific intel is that he has his finger on the button and is about to set off a nuke over Western Europe and another over the East Coast of the US. But it’s not the kind of nuke that kills people, at least not directly. Do you know what an EMP is?”

      “Sort of. It’s that electric pulse thing, where all electronic devices get fried, right?”

      “Exactly. Cohen says they believe Putin is going to light off these EMPs and fry our electric grids.”

      “Jesus. That’s insane. Won’t that set off a chain reaction escalation to a full-blown nuclear war?”

      “Maybe. Who the hell knows.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, who knows if the US will start global nuclear destruction if Putin doesn’t actually kill anyone, at least not directly, by just frying electric grids. And I also mean, who knows if he’ll even really do it. This could just be analysts getting overly anxious again.”

      “Wait. I don’t get it. Are you trying to say you don’t think this is a big deal?”

      With his eyes half-closed again from the pain in his head, Mason replied, “I didn’t say it wasn’t a big deal. It’s just that, well, I’ve been hearing this since I was born. For decades we’ve all been saying someone could nuke someone else and then it would escalate and destroy the world. I just struggle to believe it’s really any more likely to happen now than it ever was.”

      “But didn’t he say they had strong intel about it?”

      “Yeah, but they always say that. They had strong intel on WMDs in Iraq, too—everyone on earth believed they were there, until they weren’t. I have trouble getting too worked up over the same story, just a different flavor of it for a new generation.”

      Kelly sat motionless, staring at the photo of Addie on the nightstand next to Mason, as she unconsciously stroked the bristles of the toothbrush still in her hand over and over. Finally, she said, “I think your Iraq WMD analogy misses the point. The point isn’t whether or not the intel turned out to be correct or not—it’s that the world still went to war over it.”
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      Later that afternoon, Mason came downstairs to find Kelly sitting on their back terrace with her sunglasses on, enjoying a cup of tea as she watched Addie playing hide and seek with one of her friends from school out in the private garden behind their apartment. Coming up behind her, he kissed the top of her head and sat down beside her, saying, “How you doing, beautiful?”

      No reply came, just a very subtle shaking of her head.

      Realizing that she wasn’t in a talking mood, Mason just sat there with her in silence, his arm around her shoulders. After a few minutes he looked over and saw a tear slipping out from under her sunglasses. He immediately reached up to brush it gently away, saying, “Hey, hey, what’s this? Come on now. It’s not all that bad now, is it?”

      Speaking quietly but forcefully, she turned to him, replying, “Really, Mason? Is it not? Let’s see, our beautiful baby boy is born prematurely and dies in my arms. Then some crazy couple kidnaps our perfect little girl, and we still don’t know why—so I don’t know whether to let her go back to school or hire an army of bodyguards or move to another country, and now you tell me the world is about to get nuked back to the eighteenth century by some asshole in Russia. And your strategy for dealing with it is to just hope it doesn’t happen and be happy every day. Well, sorry, I’m not wired like you. From where I sit things are pretty fucking bad, and so, yes, I’m upset.”

      Mason did not reply, but rather chose to just accept his well-justified rebuke in silence.

      A few moments later, Kelly said, “I’m sorry, honey. It’s just been a lot . . . too much. This bad shit just keeps piling up and I can’t help but feel like I’m drowning here. I don’t know how much more I can take.”

      “I think you’re doing a great job of handling an awful lot of misfortune in rapid succession. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      “I just can’t figure out why you’re not fired up and rallying to figure out a plan for this EMP stuff.”

      “I actually came looking for you just now to discuss it some more. My decision on whether to rally or ignore it is dependent on whether or not we believe it’s likely to happen or just some political BS between Russia and the West.”

      “Okay. But how do we know what to believe when we aren’t allowed to ask anyone else about it, because we’re not supposed to know about it?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. There is one person we could gently prod with a question or two to see if he has heard the same thing? In fact, I suspect you were going to ask me if we could call him anyway.”

      With a sudden burst of energy, she sat up and said, “I was. And I agree. Let’s call and just ask about the subject in general and see if he knows anything about it. If he and his team haven’t heard anything, then I promise to dial back my stress about it—a little.”
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      Mason and Kelly walked back into the house, keeping an eye on the girls through the large window in their dining room that looked out onto the garden. From Kelly’s iPhone they dialed the number on WhatsApp, and put it on speakerphone.

      Spencer answered after two rings, “Kelly, what a lovely surprise. How’s Addie?”

      “She’s fine, thanks. Seems to be doing much better than her parents. Mason’s here with me. We have you on speakerphone.”

      “Hello, Mason. How are you, mate?”

      “I’m well, Spencer. You?”

      “It’s a cracking great day here in London. The sun is out, which as you know only happens about one day a week in this bloody country, so I’m excited. Anyway, you didn’t call to ask about the weather. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Kelly said, “I know WhatsApp is encrypted, but it’s still not perfect for confidential discussions; are you OK talking on it?”

      “I guess that depends on what we’re talking about. But go on and I’ll stop you if I need to.”

      She continued, “We just, uh, were wondering if you had heard any intel lately that you could share with us, in strictest confidence, of course, that may pertain to, um, any potential events that might be concerning for, say, large geographical areas?”

      Mason tapped the mute button on Kelly’s phone and said, “That’s your subtle way of probing!? Really?” She just shushed him with a wave of her hand and unmuted the phone.

      Spencer hesitated for a few moments as he considered his reply. “You know, you guys never cease to amaze me. I really should insist that you come back into the firm. Why don’t I start by asking you a question. Mason, how was your drinks session with Senator Cohen last night at the Ritz?”

      Shaking his head with a mix of surprise and pride in the competence of Spencer’s spies, Mason said, “It was great, actually. He’s a nice guy. Drank a bit more than I should have, but hey, I wasn’t paying the ridiculous tab, so I guess it’s all good.”

      “You know, the senator surprises me. For starters, I didn’t know you gents knew each other. And two, the rule was ‘immediate family members only.’ So, I’m a bit disappointed in him, although I’m glad you guys are in the loop. But given your drinking companion, am I correct in assuming that your query has to do with a certain weapon that has a three-letter abbreviation?”

      Kelly chimed in right away, “It does.”

      “And what do you want to know from me about it?”

      She continued, “We are trying to get an objective assessment, or second opinion, if you will, on how seriously to be worried about this or not.”

      Spencer hesitated before answering. It was clear that Mason and Kelly already knew about it, so he wasn’t betraying any confidence by sharing his thoughts. “From all the intel I’ve seen, it is indeed something to worry about.”

      Mason said, “Can you quantify the likelihood of it happening?”

      “We’ve all asked the same question over here. Within the firm we collectively put the odds of it happening at around 25 percent.”

      “Okay. Well, that’s high but at least it’s not as high as Cohen thought.”

      “Yes, I know our cousins across the pond seem more certain he’s not bluffing. We aren’t so sure that he’s that far out of his mind.”

      “I agree. I struggle to believe he would do something that rash.”

      Spencer added, “On the other hand, remember what I told you back when we were dealing with Hans and the baron.”

      “Yeah, I remember. ‘When someone has grown accustomed to wealth or power, and is at risk of losing it, there is nothing they won’t do to hold onto it.’ That’s a scary thought. If it does happen, can you estimate as to when?”

      “We can. The subs that are armed and capable of delivering these have left Sebastopol already. We believe that, if he goes through with it, it could happen as soon as one week from now, but not likely later than two weeks from now. If it doesn’t happen within that window, then the odds go down that it’s going to happen at all.”

      Mason and Kelly sat in silence as the news sank in. Finally, Kelly said with an enormous sigh, “Okay. Well, since this just became the very large elephant in the room, can we impose on you to give us a summary on what you know about it? We know the basics, but I’m just getting hit with this today and I’d like to spin up on it and come up with a plan for our family.”

      Spencer replied, “Sure. Well, as you know EMP stands for electromagnetic pulse. It’s caused by a nuclear bomb being set off in the upper atmosphere, high above the earth. No one gets hurt by the explosion. No one hears or even sees it if it happens during the daytime. But basically, almost every single electronic device beneath this EMP—for millions of square miles in a cone down to the surface of the earth—gets fried. Humans, animals, all the creatures on the earth are fine. Don’t feel a thing. But every electronic device—so, cell phones, computers, cars, TVs, refrigerators, everything with a silicon chip in it, which is pretty much everything that runs civilization—is permanently disabled by this extreme pulse of electromagnetic radiation. Even surge protector power strips are cooked, as none of these devices are designed to withstand the intensity of radiation being unleashed. Moreover, even if some random devices survive, the power grid itself gets fried, so nothing can be recharged. The equipment that runs the power stations, the transformers in the electric grid that carry the current to our cities and homes, are all knocked out of commission since the electronic circuitry is melted by the surge delivered by the blast.”

      Kelly replied, “But isn’t Putin worried that if he does that, we’ll nuke him back and blow up all his cities?”

      “I guess that’s his gamble. But will we nuke his cities—killing tens of millions of Russians—when he won’t have directly killed a single person with his attack?”

      “Well, maybe the West would get him back by setting off EMPs all over Russia.”

      “Ahh. But that’s where he has us. He’s been doing what’s called ‘hardening’ of all his power plants and electric grids for years—which basically means wrapping anything with electronic components with a thin sheet of metal, even aluminum foil or wire mesh, the same wire mesh you see in the glass window of your microwave oven. That’s all it takes to protect against an EMP. But our countries haven’t hardened much of anything in our grids—even though people have been calling for it for decades. So, if we light off EMPs on him, the damage to Russia will be minimal. The inverse is not true.”

      “Okay, I get it. But back up for a minute. What did you mean by saying he won’t have ‘directly killed’ anyone?”

      “Yes, unfortunately this is the dystopian, Mad Max horror scenario that no one likes to think about. Play it out, step by step. So, the EMP goes off in the atmosphere. No one gets hurt, or even knows it has happened. Suddenly, all cars, all trucks, all trains stop running—right where they are. No electricity anywhere. No phones work. No lights come on. No pumps work to deliver gas to homes for heating and cooking. And water purification stations shut down, so no clean drinking water for cities. Basically, nothing works. But it’s not just that nothing works, it’s that no one has any information about why, because no TVs or radios or internet connections work. So, there’s no way to find out what’s being done about it or when things will work again. For the first few hours everything is fine. People wandering around in a bit of a friendly ‘we’re all in this sudden crisis together’ mentality. But how long does that last? There are no police around, because their cars and radios don’t work. And then the sun sets on the first night. Things are probably still reasonably civilized at the end of day one. But by day two it’s a different story.”

      Kelly stared at Mason’s face as Spencer’s description of the aftermath became more and more clear. Her lips tightened as her brain raced out ahead of his story to understand where he was going. “I get it. I get it,” she said, in a voice that implied she wanted him to stop. But she did not ask him to stop.

      Spencer continued, “By lunchtime on the second day the supermarket shelves have been cleaned out. Even if you think it’s a day later than that, the result is the same. At the beginning of the day people are pushing and shoving to get the last loaf of bread. By the end of that day, they’re killing each other over it. If the store owners lock the doors, the crowd will smash the windows within a few minutes. Again, with no police cars, phones, or radios working, there is no law enforcement. And we’re still only talking about the first days or the first week. I don’t need to tell you how this goes at week two, or month two. Greater Paris has what, ten million people, maybe eleven million? With no trains or trucks running, the monumental volume of food supplies that flow into Paris every day drops to zero. People will go through what’s in their cupboard in a week, two weeks max. And with no drinking water they probably won’t last that long. What happens after that? Where do they go to find food or water? And how do they get there? Walk? Ride a bike?”

      “Okay. I don’t want to think about it anymore. Tell me one more thing. How long do you think this horrible period lasts?”

      “It’s difficult to say. If he lights one off over Western Europe and over the East Coast of the US? The folks most likely to come to our aid will have to save themselves first. I’m sure the western half of the US will support the eastern half, but it will take some time before they have enough extra to share with Europe. I’m sure other allied nations will help with what they can as well—sending soldiers and non-fried vehicles to Europe to reestablish order and feed whoever is still alive. But again, how quickly is impossible to say. I’d guess six months would be the soonest before order is broadly restored. A year on the far end. I don’t really know. I know the military bases in most Western countries have hardened comms gear. So, they may be able to establish order again in some areas sooner—but even they would have to call up reserve soldiers to enforce anything. And how will they do that? There are no working phones or cars.”

      “Good lord. This is incomprehensible.”

      “Yeah. The horror show is what happens between the second day after the EMP goes off and the time order is finally reestablished. And the big unknown is how many people starve to death or kill each other in the meantime as they try to survive? We don’t really have any way to estimate how many will die. We only know that it’s not a small number. Almost surely in the millions. Anyway, that’s what I meant when I said Putin wouldn’t have directly killed anyone.”

      “You okay, honey?” Mason asked Kelly, as she just stared off into space.

      “What? Oh. Uh, frankly, no. I’m not. Are you?”

      “Guys, I apologize. Things are a bit manic over here right now, as you can imagine. I’m going to have to sign off. I’m happy to speak further if you would like my advice on what course of action might be the best, if you are concerned that it may actually come to pass. But I must emphasize, you really must treat this as confidentially as if you were still on the payroll. Over the coming days this is likely to leak anyway and cause pandemonium. But if we can possibly keep it contained until we have further clarity and make some kind of announcement—if necessary—it will be better for everyone.

      “We understand,” Kelly said.

      “Roger that, and thank you, Spencer. Really appreciate your insight and assistance. I’m sure you’ll hear from us again in the next day or two.”
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      That night, as Mason lay in bed waiting for Kelly to finish washing up, he had every expectation that the stressful conversation they had been having all afternoon since the call with Spencer was about to continue into the nighttime. To his surprise, Kelly came out of the bathroom wearing only her white robe. With a subtle smile on her face, she slowly walked around to Mason’s side of the bed. As she sat on the bed next to him, she let the robe slide off her shoulders exposing her beautiful breasts.

      He immediately began caressing them with his hands, saying, “You’ve succeeded in surprising me yet again. I confess I was not expecting this tonight, after the stressful shit we’ve been discussing all day.”

      Ignoring his comment, Kelly slid her hand inside his boxers to caress him in return but found him already hard as a rock, causing her to comment, “Whoa, you have a dangerous weapon here, young man. Do you have a license for this thing? I hope you know how to use it.”

      “You’re about to find out,” came the reply.

      “Tonight, you just lay there and relax, cowboy. I’ve got this.”

      Mason replied with a playful look of disbelief, “Really? Cowboy? Am I to understand that there is a cowgirl somewhere in my future?”

      She leaned down and gave him a long kiss on the mouth, and said, “Your cowgirl is right here, baby.”

      A few seconds later both she and Mason were completely naked and Kelly was on top, riding him like a woman on a mission. Mason, grinning from ear to ear, was lost in the moment as he focused on massaging her breasts.

      After a while, breathing heavily, Kelly said with a smile, “Boy, you’re really giving me a workout tonight.”

      Mason replied, “My bad. I’m consciously resisting the urge because I don’t want it to end.”

      To which she replied, “Oh yeah? Well let’s see how you resist this.” With that, she grabbed a hold of the headboard behind him and shifted up into a squatting position, with her feet flat on the bed on either side of him, as she continued to ride him. He found this wildly erotic and spontaneously ramped up his own thrusts, driving himself to a loud, shouting climax in a matter of seconds. Afterwards, she fell onto him, exhausted, as they both laughed at the volume of his yelling.

      “One of these days you are going to wake Addie with that shout.”

      Through his panting as he tried to catch his breath, he said, “It’s your fault if I do. You’re amazing. I mean it. You are literally the greatest woman on earth. Do you have any idea how much I love you?”

      “I think so. I love you right back,” she said as she wrapped herself in his arms and gave him a long kiss.

      “That was, I don’t even have words . . . just incredible,” he said, as he lay nose to nose with her, looking into her eyes. After a long pause, he added, “I don’t want to risk spoiling the moment, but you, uh . . . you feeling a bit better tonight? I mean, it sure seems like it.”

      “Yeah. I feel a little different. Your advice the other day about having to fight, you know, fight the dark thoughts—it really spoke to me. It’s not easy in my head, especially with this potential world-ending disaster laid on us. But at this point, I’m like, I don’t even care. If we have to fight our way out of all this, then I’m, like, ready to say to life, ‘Bring it on.’ I’ll fight whatever you throw at me. And if I’m going down, I’m going down swinging.”

      “Fuck yeah! There’s my badass wife,” Mason said, as he stroked the side of her face.

      A few minutes later Kelly pulled her robe up as a cover and rolled over onto her back, putting a few pillows under her legs to elevate them. After a short pause she asked, “How much money do we have in the savings account at UBS?”

      Mason replied playfully, “Wait. You didn’t tell me I was having to pay for it tonight?”

      “Ha, ha,” she said with a confident grin, “I guarantee you, buddy, if I was charging for it, you couldn’t afford it.”

      Through his laughter he replied, “I don’t know. I haven’t looked in a while. I think there’s still, like, 2.4 or maybe 2.5 million euros in there.”

      “That much? Okay. That’s good. It will save you from having to do one of your incognito trips to sell some more gold.”

      “Why? You gonna spend some of it on some kind of ‘safe house’ in case this crazy EMP shit happens?”

      “Well. You said you didn’t want to take a long vacation somewhere safely out of range, like to your brother’s place in Texas?”

      “I can’t, hon. I’ve been on a leave of absence for over a month, and I already promised to go back on Monday. Sooner or later Le Lidec is gonna replace me if I’ve just abandoned my job. And I don’t want to quit my great job out of the blue and run and hide from something that I’m skeptical is ever going to happen.”

      “Okay. Then let’s make a deal. You place your bet that nothing is going to happen by continuing to go to work. And I take some money and place the bet that something is going to happen and buy us a safe place to go to. That way we don’t need to debate it or guess, we’re covered in either scenario.”

      Mason thought for a moment and then replied, “I’m just struggling to picture ourselves as preppers. I can’t help but associate that with end-of-the-world cults or Bigfoot believers.”

      “You have to wake up, honey. We are past prepper-mania here. Top officials from the US and the UK who have direct intel about this have told us that there is, if you average their guesses, a better than one in three chance that it will happen in the next two weeks.”

      “Okay. I admit it. It makes sense. How much do you think you’ll need from the savings account?”

      “It’s hard to be sure until I make some calls and check some things out in person, but I’m thinking I’ll need most of it.”

      “What!? You think you’ll need more than two million euros for this?”

      “Well, probably not all of it, but a lot of it. Even if I spend all of what we have in the account, it’s only like, what, six percent, maybe seven percent of the gold we still have in the vault in Zurich, right? That small percentage is easily worth it for the security. Think of it like you do an insurance policy.”

      Mason replied, “Alright. Have at it. But try not to spend it all because, one thing is certain, I don’t have time to drive to Zurich and do the hat and sunglasses routine to sell any more gold right now. So if you burn through it all, we won’t have any backup cash.”

      “Understood. By the way, what are you going to do about your family?”

      “I’m gonna call my brother in Austin tomorrow and bring him into the loop. He can keep the secret. Besides, Spencer’s right. This is going to leak at some point in the next week. No way they can stop it. Austin is well out of the pulse range if it happens. So maybe I can get him to get my mom and sister to come out for a visit and have them at his place til the window passes.”

      “This is such insanity. I can’t believe the world has come to this.”

      Mason reached over and put his hand in her hand, squeezing tight to try to comfort her. “Where are you thinking about buying this ‘vacation’ home?”

      “I’m not sure yet. I’m going to talk to Spencer again about my ideas. But I’m thinking something very remote at a very high altitude.”

      “Okay. Just try to buy something we can still enjoy if nothing happens.”
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      When Mason woke up the next morning, Kelly was already gone. The little note on her pillow said, There are ham and Swiss croissants warming in the oven. I’ll be back this evening. Petra will be here at nine as usual. Love you. K.

      From her car parked in front of an international real estate agency on Avenue Victor Hugo she called Spencer.

      “Hey, Kelly.”

      “Hi, Spencer. Sorry to bug you again. I just need a quick bit of advice.”

      “Sure. I’m walking into a meeting in a moment, but I can give you about five minutes.”

      “Okay. I’ll talk fast. Mason has agreed to let me buy a remote place, just in case this thing happens. I’ve been searching online for an area that a) we can drive to on a single tank of gas since gas stations won’t be working; b) that has very low population density; and c) that is remote and at high altitude with limited access—to make it hard for people to walk there.”

      “All that seems reasonable. And what have you come up with?”

      “Well, the options are pretty limited, which I guess is a good thing because it makes the choice pretty clear.”

      “Switzerland?”

      “Yes. And it just so happens that two of the lowest population density cantons also have among the highest elevations, with some peaks reaching over fourteen thousand feet. Which, I guess, is why so few people live there. I’m referring to Uri and Valais.”

      “You beat me to it. I was going to suggest Valais,” he replied.

      “You talk like you’ve already done the research.”

      “I looked at it myself for my own family, but my wife’s parents have a place in Cumbria in the north of England that is similarly isolated, so we’re all set. But if I were on the continent, I would be looking at the canton of Valais.”

      “Why not Uri?”

      “Uri would be great too, because it’s deeper in the mountains, but like you said, getting there on a single tank of gas is important. It’s also the time it takes to get there. Once it happens, if it happens, you’ll need to get there the first day. By the second day there could be roadblocks of desperate people that will be hard to get past. So, the farther your drive, especially deep in the mountains, the greater your risk that you don’t get to your destination in time before the roads become too dangerous. I was originally looking at an area at very high elevation just east of the town of Collonges. There is a small handful of farms, and one big estate, up in the highest meadows there. The access road is an old, narrow, single-lane road that winds back and forth up the mountain. The mountainside is so steep that you can’t walk up it. Without the road, you would literally need to climb it. But it’s a full-blown forest with trees lining the road all the way up, some of which could be felled across the road to prevent access. And on the back side of the mountain is a three-hundred-foot sheer cliff to the valley below.”

      “It sounds ideal.”

      “It is. The only challenge is that there are only four properties in total up there, three if you forget about the big estate. So, you’ll have to convince one of the property owners to sell—and to do so in the next five or six days if you want to be sure to get this done in time—again, if it happens.”

      “Okay. That’s my target. I was about to go into an international real estate agency here in Paris. But that’s going to be a waste of time. I need to be on the ground in Switzerland to have a shot at buying one of those places.”

      “Agreed. I went far enough in my search to talk with an old real estate agent in Collonges. Her name is Madame Bucher. I’ll text you her phone number after we hang up.”

      “That would be awesome. Thanks, Spencer. You’re the best. Okay. I’m also going to look into buying an old car today—one that will still work if this thing happens. I’ve read that older-model cars, like pre-1985, should still run because they don’t have electronics that can be fried.”

      “Look for an old Toyota Land Cruiser from the early 1980s. They’re free of advanced electronics, tough as nails, and will run forever. Sorry, love, I need to sign off. My next meeting is starting. Feel free to ring again if I can be of assistance.”

      “Oh. Yes, of course. Thanks so much, Spencer. We owe you one.”

      He replied with a laugh, “I know you do. Cheerio.”

      

      Later that afternoon, Mason and Petra were playing hide and seek with Addie in the garden when Mason heard his phone ringing back in the house. He let it go to voicemail. Back in the kitchen a few minutes later he saw one missed call from Corrine. He thought, Shit. I still haven’t called her back. He was about to tap the icon to return her call when the doorbell rang.

      Opening the door, Mason said, “Hey, Talib. What brings you home from work at such a civilized hour? Hell, at four p.m. your day is usually only half over.”

      “Hi, Mason. Have you seen Marie-Laure?”

      “Uh. No. Sorry, buddy,” he replied.

      “I came home early to surprise her, but she is not here and her mobile phone goes immediately to voicemail. Is Kelly home? Maybe she knows where she is.”

      “Sorry. Kelly’s out running errands. I’d be surprised if she knows, but feel free to call her. Do you want to come in and have a drink while you’re waiting for her? I’m sure she’ll back soon.”

      With a look that was more depressed than worried, Talib just lowered his head and said, “That’s okay. Thank you anyway,” and walked back across the entry hall to his apartment.

      Mason went back to the kitchen and had just picked up his phone again when he heard Petra calling him from the garden, “Mr. Wright!”

      Standing in the doorway he yelled back to her in the garden, “Yeah. What is it?”

      “Can I trouble you to come out here, please. I think we may need your help.”

      Leaving his cell phone back on the kitchen counter again, Mason walked out to the far end of the garden where Petra was standing under a tree, pointing up. “It looks like our little climber has made it to new heights and isn’t quite sure how to get back down.”

      Looking up, Mason saw Addie all the way at the top of the tree, some thirty feet in the air. “Whatcha doing up there, beautiful?”

      “Uh, I’m ‘up to something,’” came her clever reply, with a nervous smile.

      “You sure are. Wow. You are way up there. When ya coming back down?”

      “Um. In a little bit.”

      Turning to Petra, Mason said quietly, “Are you sure she needs help coming down?”

      Petra replied, “I think so. She told me she was nervous to climb down because she wasn’t able to reach the next branch down with her foot, so she’s not sure what to do. I think she just doesn’t want to admit she needs help.”

      Mason quietly replied, “I have an idea.” He called up to Addie, “Hey, honey, would you mind if I came up there too so I could enjoy the amazing view with you?”

      “Okay, Daddy,” came the relieved reply.
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      At that same moment, in an abandoned warehouse in a northern suburb of Marseille, a large, forty-year-old man was sitting in a broken office chair spinning a baseball bat like a top and watching it fall to the ground, over and over. The man had a heavily pock-marked face and eyes devoid of human emotion. He also had a particularly unique characteristic. The entire left side of his face was covered with a tattoo of a wolf. Standing around the man as he impatiently fidgeted with the bat were five men with shaved heads, each having a matching tattoo of a small wolf at the base of their necks.

      “Where the fuck is my brother?” the man in the chair barked at the others.

      “They’ll be here any second now, boss,” said one of the men.

      “They fucking better. I don’t have all day to wait for this fucking rag head he’s bringing. I have shit to do.”

      Just then the door at the far end of the warehouse opened. A large bald man, with the same tattoo as the other henchmen, stepped through the door, followed by a frightened, middle-aged Algerian man. Another bald man came in behind him and locked the door.

      “Jorgo! What the fuck took you so long? I’ve been waiting here for twenty fucking minutes!”

      “I’m sorry, brother. This whiny Muslim begged and screamed like a baby when we came for him. We literally had to drag him out of his store and stuff him in the car.”

      “Bring him over here where I can see him.”

      “No. Please. For the love of Allah, I beg you. No!” the man cried as Jorgo dragged him across the warehouse by the back of his shirt collar and threw him to the floor at the feet of the other men.

      “My brother tells me that you shortchanged us in your payment this month?” said the man in the chair.

      “Please, Ujku. I swear you . . . I swear you that Basem have give everything he have. Basem have nothing else,” the man implored.

      In a gentle voice, the wolf-faced man said, “Basem. Basem. You insult me. We have been protecting you and your business for what, ten years now? I know what we are due each month. Do you think I’m an idiot? Is that what we have here? Are you calling me an idiot?”

      “No, Ujku. I swear. It just more hard now, since pandemic, business has not be same. Customers be so careful with costs and monies. Business making less money, much less. I swear. Basem no hiding money from you. I no know where get more money. Please, Ujku.”

      “Basem. You’re a smart man. You understand my business. If I let you fuck me and not pay what you owe, what kind of example will that set for others? Before I know it, everyone will start fucking me. Besides, my people have been fighting to keep your people out of Europe for a thousand years. I can’t help it if the stupid motherfuckers in Paris and Brussels let a horde of you rag head motherfuckers into our great lands. But if we’re stuck with having your smelly ass here, I can at least do my part to keep you in line. Now I had you brought here to teach you a little lesson, so that everyone can understand what happens when you try to fuck Ujku.”

      “No. Pleeeeeease. I beg you, Ujku. I will find money. Basem will borrow money from friends to pay Ujku.”

      “No, Basem. No, it’s too late for that now,” said the man in the chair as he gave a subtle nod to two of his henchmen standing to his right.

      The two men grabbed Basem, one from behind, lifting him in the air, while the other one grabbed just his right leg and held it straight out, parallel to the floor.

      “Pleeeeaase, Ujku. I beg you. By all that is holy, I get more money.”

      Throwing the baseball bat to his brother, Ujku said, “Jorgo, show Basem what happens to people who try to fuck me.”

      Taking a full swing, Jorgo brought the bat crashing down on Basem’s kneecap, shattering it into pieces and breaking his leg completely backward, as the man howled in agony at the top of his lungs.

      The other two men dropped him on the concrete floor as he held his leg and continued to scream in agony.

      “God, shut the fuck up with the screaming already. Jesus,” said Ujku. After a moment he continued, “Jorgo, bring that fucker over here closer.”

      Jorgo dragged Basem, screaming and weeping, by his hair, holding him at eye level with Ujku, who was still calmly sitting in the old broken chair.

      “Last warning, you pitiful fucker! Have my money by Friday or the next time I bring you here, I’ll make you watch us gang-fuck that wife of yours!”

      Through his tears and desperate gulps for air, Basem replied, “Yes, Ujku. I swear. Basem get your money.”

      Speaking to the group, the man with the wolf on his face said, “Now get this piece of shit out of my sight!”

      One of the men grabbed Basem by his hair and began dragging him back across the warehouse toward the door as Jorgo walked beside them. Just before they reached the door, Ujku yelled, “And Jorgo, come right back. I want to talk about that unfinished business in Paris.”
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      Kelly had only been home a few minutes when the doorbell rang. She yelled to Mason from the kitchen, “Honey, can you get that? It’s probably Inspector Millet.”

      Mason, opening the door, said, “Ah. Inspector. Thanks for dropping by.”

      “I just wanted to drop in for a moment to keep you appraised of what we know.”

      “Great. While we wait for Kelly, can I get you something to drink? Glass of wine, maybe?”

      “I, uh, I probably shouldn’t while I’m here in an official capacity.”

      “I understand,” Mason replied with a smile. “The fact that it’s a 1990 Château Margaux wouldn’t help sway you, would it? I decanted it a while ago. It’s been breathing for about three hours now.”

      Wincing, Millet replied, “Monsieur Wright, this is most unfair, and you know it. Under the circumstances, I will make an exception. I accept your kind offer. What’s the special occasion?”

      “Oh, um, there isn’t one really. Drinking good wines happens to be a passion of ours. It seems it would be a crime to not do so while living in France, no?” Mason said with a nervous smile.

      The inspector just nodded politely.

      Once Kelly was able to join them, the inspector began. “We have managed to piece together a bit more information about the kidnap couple. It seems they were indeed associated with a clan or family, known as a fis, that is in charge of running operations throughout France for the Albanian mafia. The couple were not Albanian. So, they were not in the inner circle but did do work for them from time to time. The clan is run by a man named Petro Kriezis. He goes by the name The Wolf or Ujku in Albanian. He’s quite a sight to see—a big, heavyset man with a pock-marked face from severe acne as a teenager, with a tattoo of a wolf covering the entire left side of his face. His younger brother, Jorgo, also a very large man, is one of his henchmen. Like all of Ujku’s closest associates, Jorgo has a shaved head with a small tattoo of a wolf on the back of his neck.”

      Both Kelly and Mason were sitting, leaning forward with their forearms on their knees, listening to every word Millet said. Hearing his update brought back the full horror of what had happened, and it showed on their faces.

      The inspector continued, “We are still left to only speculate as to what they wanted with her. It may well have been that these two people wanted a child of their own and happened to pick her to kidnap. Alternatively, they may have been working on an assignment for this Ujku fellow. In either case, sadly, we are no closer to answering your most important question, whether Addie was specifically targeted or if they just had an order to steal a random young child fitting her description.” Millet stopped talking to let the information sink in.

      Kelly asked, “Knowing the types of criminal activity that these men tend to engage in, are you able to make an educated guess regarding why they might have wanted her?”

      “It’s hard to say. They are heavily invested in drugs, prostitution, gambling, and extortion. They have been known to engage in human trafficking but trafficking in children would be a new low, even for them. It’s certainly possible that they had a custom order from someone. But given her age, if it were someone wanting a child to raise as their own, we’d have to assume it was going to be in another country, as Addie is already old enough to know who she is and where she comes from. As horrific as it is to contemplate, we cannot rule out custom trafficking for a wealthy pedophile. And, of course, extortion is also a possibility.”

      Mason interjected, “But extortion doesn’t make any sense. We’re not wealthy people.”

      Millet tilted his head forward, looking at Mason over the top of his glasses. With a friendly look of disbelief, he said, “Monsieur Wright, with all due respect, we are sitting in your luxurious apartment on Avenue Georges Mandel, drinking a thirty-three-year-old grande année, grand cru Bordeaux. I think you qualify as rich enough to extort.”

      “What I meant was, we are not celebrities or in the media or known in any way as being people who have access to the kind of cash that mafia types would typically extort. So, given that no one knows anything about us or our finances, it seems we’d be an unlikely target.”

      Millet thought for a moment before replying, “I agree. It’s a bit of a mystery. Even so, you may want to spend some time reflecting on who amongst your friends, family, and acquaintances may know more about your wealth than you think and/or has potential links to criminals.”

      Mason and Kelly glanced at each other with confused looks. Kelly then added, “Is it possible that it could have been a case of mistaken identity? Could they have been trying to kidnap the daughter of some celebrity or ambassador, and accidentally grabbed Addie by mistake? There are some extremely wealthy and well-known people whose children go to her school.”

      Millet said, “That too is a possibility we considered. But we have no way to know the answer without someone from their side talking, and that is now impossible since both are dead. If the Albanian mafia was behind it, members all know that it’s a guaranteed death sentence for any of them to talk to the police. So, our ability to pressure members of their clan that we may have arrested on another charge is limited. But we have been able to pick up a few tidbits here and there from people who are on their periphery. This is what leads us to believe that the kidnappers may have been more involved with Kriezis than we first knew.”

      Kelly said, “It’s just so scary that these people even exist. It’s even scarier that there seems to be little we can do to protect ourselves from them. Can you tell us anything more about them that might help us know what we’re dealing with?”

      “There were originally three Kriezis brothers, born and raised in a little town called Kukës in eastern Albania, about five miles from the border with Kosovo. The family are Orthodox Christians, who are a minority in Albania. The majority of the nation is Muslim. The father was an uneducated day laborer and a passionate racist—so much so that the family supported the Serbs and the ethnic cleansing they carried out in the Bosnian War. When the same issue flared up again in neighboring Kosovo in the late 1990s, the oldest brother crossed over the border and fought against the Muslims and was eventually killed in the conflict. Petro and Jorgo worshipped him, and he is something of a martyr in their minds. Their hatred of Muslims was taken to a new level after that, and some of their crimes in Marseilles and other places here in France have been notable by their extreme brutality whenever Muslims are involved. They believe they are fulfilling some kind of twisted sense of destiny—still waging an ancient holy war to cleanse Europe of non-Europeans. In short, they are about as cruel and violent as they come. Anything you can do to stay away from them or not be on their radar, I would do it.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that. We cherish anonymity.”

      “The one thing you do have going for you is the French privacy law.”

      Mason asked, “How’s that?”

      “Well, unlike in the US where the press can print just about anything, in France we are not allowed to mention the name of the child or the family who has been the victim of a crime, such as Addie’s kidnapping, in the press or in any form of media. The penalties for breaking this law are quite severe. This is why, as you may have noticed, neither Addie’s name nor yours has appeared in any newspaper. No reporters outside your home pressing for interviews, etc.”

      “Yes. We were aware. And we have been incredibly grateful not to have to deal with that.”

      “My advice would be to try to get back to living as normal a life as possible as soon as you feel comfortable doing so. The police are at your disposal twenty-four hours a day. If you see anything suspicious, anything at all, please don’t hesitate to call us. We’ll be at your door in seconds.”

      Mason replied, “Thank you. We hope we never have to take you up on that offer.”
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      Later that evening, after Millet had gone, Mason passed Kelly sitting at the dining room table, scribbling on a note pad. Caressing the back of her hair, he said, “Watcha working on, beautiful?”

      “I’m driving to Switzerland tomorrow. I want to visit a couple villages high in the mountains in the canton of Valais. And I want to learn the route by heart on how to drive there.”

      “Alright. You don’t mess around, do ya, girl?”

      “Nope. Gonna take a series of miracles, and a lot of massively overpaying for things, to get this done in the next week, if everyone’s timeline is right.”

      “If it even happens.”

      “Honey, don’t start with me. We made a deal. Your job is to keep your job. My job is to create a backup plan in case you’re wrong.”

      “I know. I know. I’m just having fun with you, trying to lighten the seriousness of this insanity. I support what you’re doing. Show me what you got there.”

      Kelly turned the note pad so he could read it more easily. Listed down the page was a long series of bullet points, effectively her to-do list for the next seven days:

      
        	Buy pre-1985 Land Cruiser and pay a mechanic to trick out

        	Buy a two- to three-bedroom house on small, working farm—well water, high elevation, remote area

        	Look in Valais first, then Uri

        	Build in-ground storage shed in hillside, with tin roof (faraday cage)

        	Solar panels with DC/AC inverter—enough to power fridge, lights, and outlets

        	Shotguns with rock salt shells

        	SAT phone

        	Chain saw, axes, and all basic carpentry tools and hardware

        	Supplies: emphasis on canned fruits, canned vegetables, and canned meats

        	Seeds for range of garden vegetables

        	Extra animals—Pigs? Chickens? Cows?

        	Lots of books, classics—from Shakespeare to Wilde to Rowling

      

      The list went on and on. Mason scanned it quickly and said, “In-ground storage shed? You got time to build something like that?”

      “It’s simpler than it sounds. It can be built in a day—especially if they’re building it into the side of a hill. Because it’s in-ground it doesn’t need electricity or heat, the ground will keep it a constant temperature, like a wine cellar. The contractor can use a backhoe to dig out the spot in a couple hours, and some pressure-treated lumber to frame it, and a tin roof to act as a faraday cage so we can store electronic stuff in there, like solar panels or power tools, and not have them get fried if there’s an EMP.”

      “What’s with the rock salt shells for the shotguns?”

      Kelly nodded slightly and then turned her head, looking him in the eye. “You remember our promise five years ago, in London?”

      Mason nodded with a somber expression.

      Kelly continued, “Well, I took it seriously, as I hope you did. No more killing, not anyone, ever again. It’s the whole point of martial arts—defend yourself without the need for deadly force. With all I’ve taught you, you’re right at the cusp of being able to try for your black belt. You get it. You can use your hands and feet now. We don’t need guns. In the extreme case that we may find we do, you can use rock salt shells to cause extreme pain—incapacitating them without killing them. We are still all good on that promise, aren’t we?”

      “Uh. Yes. Yes, sure.”

      “Why the hesitation?”

      “Well, uh, I gotta tell you that if I had caught up with the fuckers that took Addie, I can’t be sure I would have kept the promise. But I agree. No more killing. If it comes to guns, then rock salt it is.”

      

      Shortly after lunch the following day, Kelly pulled into the picturesque little village of Collonges, Switzerland. As had been her instinct for years, but especially since Addie’s kidnapping, she had been careful to check her rearview mirror from time to time on the entire journey to ensure she was not being followed. Looking at the steep slopes of the massive, virtually uninhabited mountain to the east that dominates the tiny village, she smiled to herself, thinking, This place looks perfect. No way anyone is going to walk up the side of that thing without climbing gear. A few minutes later she found herself sitting in the one-room office of Spencer’s real estate contact, Madame Bucher. Bucher was a petite woman in her late sixties who had lived in Collonges her entire life. Standing over a local map spread out on the table, Kelly pointed to the highest meadows on the very top of the mountain and explained that she wanted to negotiate today to buy a home in that area, and to close on the deal tomorrow. She explained that if Madame Bucher could meet that timetable then she would see to it that she made triple her normal commission. Bucher perked up the moment Kelly mentioned such an exceptional fee. But she could not resist asking, “I assure you I’ll do everything in my power to meet your aggressive timetable. However, may I ask why this matter is so urgent?”

      “Unfortunately, I’m not at liberty to disclose any personal details or rationale. Let’s just say, my husband and I have a very specific timetable that is important to us, and we are fortunate enough to have the means to pay a reasonable surcharge to those who are able to assist us in achieving our goal in an expedited fashion.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Wright. Please excuse my asking. I did not mean to pry. So, your challenge in trying to purchase a two- or three-bedroom home in this area, that is also a working farm, is that there is only a single property that fits that description. Of the four homes at that remote elevation, one is a large, luxury estate, owned by a foreigner; two are much smaller than you require; and only the final one is a working farm—although it’s quite small.”

      “Well, I guess that simplifies things, doesn’t it? Do you know the people who own the property?”

      “I’ve lived in Collonges my entire life. Yes, I know them well. They are an older couple in their late seventies. Jakob and Elsa Wenger. They moved here when I was a teenager. They only had one child, a daughter named Celia, who they raised there on the farm. Tragically, after moving to London in her twenties, Celia was killed by a city bus as she rode her bicycle to work one morning. I don’t think they, or the town for that matter, have ever really gotten over it. I guess that’s been, oh, twenty years ago now. Such a tragedy.”

      “Oh, my goodness. I’m so sorry to hear that. That’s so sad,” replied Kelly. After which both ladies just stood there for a moment in awkward silence.

      “Mrs. Wright, I feel I must point out one slight flaw in your plan to buy a property so quickly.”

      “What is that?”

      “Even if Jakob and Elsa agree to sell you their farm in a day, they couldn’t possibly be prepared to move out so quickly. They will have to have somewhere to go. It could take weeks, or even months before they find another suitable place to live.”

      “Ah. I apologize. I should have explained. We don’t intend for them to move out. In fact, we are hoping to incentivize them to stay on and live there with us, helping us run the farm.”

      Madame Bucher instinctively pulled her head back, as a look of confusion came over her face.
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      The following day, back in Paris, Mason was sitting in the reception area of Quintille Capital. He had only been waiting a few minutes when the firm’s founder, Dominique de Perignon, walked by.

      “Mason. What a pleasant surprise. What brings you here today?”

      Standing to shake his hand, Mason replied, “Hello, Dominique. Just waiting on Talib to go to lunch.”

      “Nice. It’s a beautiful day for it. Where are you dining?”

      “I’ve booked a table outdoors over at Kaspia.”

      “Excellent choice. I think Kaspia is the finest restaurant on Place de la Madeleine. I prefer it even over Maxim’s down the street.” Mason just smiled and nodded as Perignon continued, “Well, that’s great. Talib needs a break. You’re his closest friend so I can share with you—he seems really stressed lately. Just yesterday, he and Alain had a bit of a blowup. I know there is a lot on the line with this deal they’re working on. Anyway, a nice long lunch will do him good. How’s the beautiful Kelly?”

      “She’s fine, thanks. She’s away for a couple of days but she’s doing great.”

      “Great. I’m glad. If you’ll forgive me, I’m running late. Please give Kelly and your sweet daughter my regards. Great to see you, Mason.”

      “Thanks, Dominique. See you soon.”

      A few minutes later, Talib hurried into the reception. “Hello, my friend. I’m so sorry. I have just one more thing to do, and I’ll be ready to go. I just need ten minutes.”

      “All good. There’s no rush. I think I should walk across the square to Kaspia so they don’t give our table away. Take your time.”

      Five minutes later, Mason was sitting at the table on the sidewalk café. He had only been there a few moments when he suddenly felt a soft pair of hands cover his eyes from behind and a familiar voice say, “Guess who.”

      Assessing the situation for a moment he replied, “Well, let me see, soft hands, the distinct smell of Eau du Soir, and lovely full breasts purposefully being pressed into my back. I’d have to say it could only be—the second most beautiful woman in the world.”

      Coming around in front of him and plopping into the chair, Véronique replied with a flirty smile, “You mean the second most beautiful woman you’ve made passionate love to.”

      “They happen to be one and the same person. Hello, Véro,” Mason replied with a calm, restrained smile.

      “What brings you over this way?”

      “Just having lunch with Talib. You?”

      “I dropped by the office to talk to Alain, but he’s not there. Which, I have to say, is no surprise. One never knows where he is lately,” she said, looking down at her lap, her happy expression quickly changing to somber.

      “You guys still going through a rough patch?”

      She just nodded in silence, before adding, “It’s more than a rough patch.” Silent for a few more moments, she continued, “He’s not who I thought he was. Honestly, I’m so done with him and this marriage. I’m just trying to figure the least painful way to get out of it.”

      “Really, Véro? Are you sure? That sounds so drastic,” he replied with a genuine look of concern.

      “It’s not. It has been a long time coming. He’s constantly pressuring me for money so I don’t know what kind of financial mess he must have gotten himself in. He comes home at all hours and often not at all, with no explanation. I regularly smell other women’s perfume on his clothes. He even came home with a black eye last month. I honestly do not recognize this person. All I keep thinking to myself is Thank God I made him sign a prenup. But even the prenup is a substantial amount of money that I wish I didn’t have to pay. He doesn’t deserve it. He has made zero effort. It’s like our entire romance before the wedding was a theatrical production. And now the play is over, and I’m left with the real person—who is just not very nice.”

      “I don’t know what to say. I wish I had some wise advice that would make it all better. Absent that, I guess I should just say that you are a dear friend, and Kelly and I care a great deal about you, and we are always here for you. If you are certain that splitting from Alain is the right path, just know that you can lean on us anytime.”

      With tears forming in her eyes, she looked down at her lap again and said, “Thank you, Mason. That means so much to me.” After collecting herself, she looked up at him and said, “I do wish we could just talk sometime. You are, like, the best listener. Is there any way you could come over this afternoon, for a little while? Just to talk?”

      Hesitating to reply, Mason finally said, “I’m not sure that’s such a great idea. Maybe it would be better to meet somewhere in public.”

      “It just that it’s really hard to open up in public because other people are around.” Just then, Véronique noticed Talib walking across the street in the distance. She added, “Talib is on the way. I’d better let you go. It was nice seeing you, even if only for a moment.”

      As she stood up to leave, Mason stood up as well, and she gave him a quick hug and kiss on both cheeks and was gone.

      A few seconds later Talib sat down. “Was that Véronique I just saw leaving?”

      “Yeah, she just happened to be walking by and stopped in to say hello.”

      “She seems like such a nice person. I don’t know how she tolerates Alain. That guy is so erratic I know he’s going to ruin this big deal for all of us. I wish Perignon would pull him off it. Hell, our firm would be better off if he got rid of him altogether.”

      Mason was only half listening, staring off into the distance as Talib ranted on. Finally, he said, “Okay. That’s your one shot at venting. Now we’re all done with work talk, or Alain talk, or any talk that is stressing you out. For the rest of this lunch, we’re only going to talk about good stuff—like great trips you’ve taken or want to take, or your favorite movie, or how good the food is here. No more negative vibes today.”

      About halfway through their meal, Mason’s phone rang. He looked at the screen and saw it was Kelly. “Excuse me, buddy, it’s Kelly. I won’t be a second.” Tapping the phone he said, “Hello, beautiful, how is your trip?”

      “It’s going well. I made solid progress yesterday and today. I found the perfect place, and just bought it,” she said with excitement in her voice.

      “That’s great. I want to hear all about it. I’m in the middle of lunch with Talib right now . . .”

      “Tell her I say hello,” Talib interjected.

      “He says hello. Can I call you later to get the full scoop?”

      “Sure. Of course. I’m not on speaker, am I?”

      “No. But that sounds great,” Mason replied, to make his negative response sound more natural.

      “Okay. Uh. I guess you’ll have to tell him I’m away. When he asks just say I’m visiting friends. Which is true, now that I’ve made some new friends here, which I’ll tell you about.”

      “Will do. I’ll give you a call later.”

      “Also, I’m not coming home tonight. It’s likely going to be a few days. Now that I found the right place, I’ve got to get contractors in here, and supplies in here, and get a bunch of things done—all in record time. But I’ll tell you everything when we speak later. I’m going to call Petra now and talk to Addie. I miss you guys so much.”

      “Sounds good. Miss you too, honey. I love you.”

      “I love you too. Speak later.”

      

      Mason and Talib spent the next hour finishing their long, slow lunch—and a bottle of premier cru Chablis—before Mason walked Talib back across the square to the office. As they shook hands, Talib said, “Thank you. I really needed this today, to just get out of the office and get my mind off all the bullshit. You are a dear friend.”

      “As are you, buddy. Let me know if you want to have a drink in the garden after dinner.” The two men said goodbye and Mason walked to the curb and put his hand out. A few moments later a taxi pulled up. Climbing into the back, he said to the driver, “Hôtel d’Avaray, rue de Grenelle, please.”
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      “Mason, where are you? Your phone is off and that’s unlike you. This is the third time I’ve called, now you’ve got me worried. Call me when you get this,” Kelly said in her voicemail to Mason.

      It had been four hours since he left Talib at Place de la Madeleine, and he had just turned his phone back on as he was heading home in the back of a cab. He texted her, Sorry, hon, was stuck in a very long conversation and my phone was on 3% battery. So I put it in airplane mode to save juice so I could call a G7 cab after. Will explain when we speak. On the way home now. Love you.

      He arrived home shortly before Petra was due to leave. When he came through the door Addie came running to him at full speed yelling, “Daaaaaddyyyyyy,” and jumped in his arms. He carried her into the kitchen and sat her on the counter while he plugged his phone into a socket to recharge.

      “Hey, Petra. How was everything?” he said.

      “Everything was just great, Mr. Wright. Thank you. How was your day?” she replied in her typical jubilant way.

      “Oh, it was fine. Long, but fine. Feel free to take off whenever you need to, I’m in for the evening.”

      “Okay. Thank you. I’ll get my things.”

      Turning to Addie, Mason said, “Let’s call Mommy and see how she’s doing.”

      “Yay!” came the reply.

      Pulling two stools up to the counter, Mason sat on one and lifted Addie onto the other and they dialed Kelly on speakerphone.

      “Hey there. Where’ve you been?” was the first sound they heard when she answered.

      “Hey, hon. I’m home with Addie now. Everything is fine. Sorry the phone was off. I had almost no charge left and was in a very deep conversation that I knew was going to drag on a long time, so I had to turn it off to save battery. We’re in the kitchen and you’re on speaker . . .”

      “Hi, Mommy!” Addie shouted.

      “Hello, sweetie. I haven’t spoken with you for hours. I’ve missed you.”

      With an excited grin, Addie replied, “I’ve missed you too!”

      Mason chimed in, “I’ll fill you in on everything about my day later, hon. Tell us how things are progressing on your trip to Switzerland—to find us a new vacation house in the mountains.”

      Kelly was silent for a moment trying to decide whether or not to vent her frustration with Mason, finally saying with a long sigh, “Things went well again today. I finished all the final details on the purchase and already had a bunch of workers on-site to transform the place over the next few days—paying everyone three or four times what it’s worth so they’ll do it immediately. I suspect people in the village down in the valley are buzzing about the crazy lady up on top of the mountain.”

      “You’re amazing. Tells us some details.”

      “Yeah, tell us about our new mountain house, Mommy.”

      “The house, well, it’s really a little farm, is about seventy years old, so everything is worn and quite simple. It has three bedrooms and a big walk-in storage closet that could be turned into the perfect room for a perfect little girl. There is one smaller bedroom off the back of the house on the ground floor and the others are on the second floor. It has a full bathroom upstairs and another full bath downstairs. It also has a big barn about twenty meters away from the house. And in the barn are a few cows, one old pig, and a bunch of chickens. We’ve ordered a few more of each as well as seeds for planting vegetables. The farm only has about ten acres and most of it is beautiful mountain pastureland, except for a couple acres of forest behind the house that lead to a really scary, really tall cliff. So I have some carpenters building a picket fence along the cliff tomorrow, at the same time as another contractor is building a big storage shed into the side of the hill to the right of the house. They dug the ten-by-thirty hole for it today. The man leading the job seems confident they can finish the shed and put the metal roof on it tomorrow. And I sure hope he’s right because the next day, Sunday, I have a whole lot of metal shelves and four vans full of food, beverage, and alcohol being delivered up the mountain. And we won’t have any place to put it all if they don’t have the shed built in time.”

      “Sounds like you got it under control. Anything giving you heartburn?”

      “Well, yeah, a couple of things. One is the solar panels that we need to ensure at least minimal electricity, like to run the fridge and power a Mac and a cell phone, are on back order. They’re supposed to be here Monday. I paid the guy double to get them here sooner, but he doesn’t know if he can get them faster for any price, due to supply chain issues. And we need to store those safely inside the shed until we come up here. And I need to be here when they arrive to ensure they get put in the shed, and also to have them explain to me how to install them. So, that has me worried, especially since I didn’t want to be away from you guys that long.”

      “Okay, that sounds like an important one. We don’t want you away that long either, but we know what you’re doing is super important for all of us,” Mason said, looking at Addie and nodding. He then added, “What else?”

      “Honestly, I need to know that you are focused on this, Mason. I need your help. I cannot do this by myself.”

      “I’m here for you, honey. What can I do?”

      “Well, you kind of weren’t there for me today.”

      Mason looked at Addie and squinted his eyes and gritted his teeth to make a frightened look that was half serious but also half joking.

      Kelly continued, “The dinosaur of a Land Cruiser I bought earlier in the week is ready and I was hoping you’d go pick it up today.”

      “Sorry about that, hon. I didn’t have a heads-up or I would’ve been sure to be available. I can do it first thing in the morning. Two questions: Is the place open on Saturday, and where is it?”

      “For us, yes. I bought it from a guy just north of Saint-Denis. It takes about thirty minutes to get up there with traffic. He happens to be a mechanic, so I was able to get him to trick it out for us the way we need it. I’ll text you the exact address.”

      “Define ‘trick it out’ so I know what to expect.”

      “Well, to start with, its motor is stripped down to just the simplest components that are needed to run the car, so there are zero modern electronics. The most obvious visible thing is there should be an over-sized V-shaped snowplow welded to the front frame. There is an oversized luggage rack on the roof that runs the full length of the car. And, well, there will be other kind of ridiculous-looking things that I really don’t feel like describing, so you’ll just have to see for yourself when you go pick it up. But park it in the garage beneath our building in my parking space, if it’s not too tall to fit. I pray to God it’s below the max height requirement with that luggage rack on top. I can’t bear to imagine parking this thing on the street.”

      “That all sounds doable. Have you paid the guy?”

      “Yep. In advance. He’s all set. And he called today and said it’s ready to go.”

      “Okay. What else?”

      “I have two SAT phones that I ordered on Amazon. They should be delivered tomorrow. I need you to do a few things with them. Fully charge them, set up our account with Iridium, and then put them back in their original boxes and wrap the boxes with aluminum foil—like, really well. And lastly, put them in the crazy new car in the basement garage.”

      “Give me one sec, jotting all this down on a notepad here so I don’t forget any of it. Okay, got it. Anything else?”

      “No. I, uh, I don’t think so. I’m also going to text you the exact location of this place on a map. Be sure to memorize the route here, on the off possibility that anything happens next week before I get home and you have to drive the Land Cruiser up here with Addie.”

      “I’ll do it tonight. Do you want to talk later?”

      “Um, no. I’m okay. I promised Jakob and Elsa, the sweet old couple who we bought the farm from, that I’d have fondue with them. And I’m really beat. I don’t have the energy to talk tonight. We can talk tomorrow.”

      “Okay, we love you, Mommy,” Mason said.

      “Love you, Mommy,” Addie said.

      “Love you guys, too. Talk tomorrow.”

      After they hung up, Mason noticed that Petra was waiting patiently with her bag to say goodbye.

      “Goodnight, Mr. Wright. Goodnight, Addie,” she said. “I’m going to go now.”

      “Ah. Goodnight, Petra. Thanks for everything.”

      “Petra, tell Daddy what we heard Marie-Laure say,” Addie said.

      With a slightly nervous look on her face, Petra said, “Oh, that wasn’t a big deal.”

      “What? You can tell me,” Mason replied.

      Addie interjected, “Marie-Laure was screaming at someone on the phone, and she was crying.”

      Mason turned back to Petra, shaking his head slightly, with a confused look.

      Petra calmly said, “Addie and I were drawing at the table on the patio, and we couldn’t help but overhear her yelling into the telephone, because her kitchen window was open. So we decided that the appropriate thing to do was to come back in the house, which we did.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. I’m sorry she was so upset.”

      Addie added, “Yeah, she yelled bad words, and said, ‘You told me you loved me. I wish you were dead!’”
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      Over the weekend, Kelly managed to get everything on her hit list completed. Her construction projects got finished, all the deliveries arrived, including the tools she had ordered—even Mason finished his chores of prepping the SAT phones and bringing the strange car home to their underground garage. By lunchtime on Sunday, she only had a single worry left: the solar panels. The supplier had not returned her calls. She tried him for the third time on his mobile phone.

      “Hello, Philippe? Kelly Wright here. Just checking to see that you’re on track to deliver those solar panels tomorrow.”

      “Ah, yes. Madame Wright. I am so sorry, I was just planning to call you. I’m afraid I have bad news; we will not receive them until Tuesday morning. With the preparation and assembly my team needs to complete, it will be Tuesday afternoon before I can have them to you in the high mountains above Collonges.”

      “No, Philippe. That is not acceptable. I paid double to have them by Monday at the latest. It is critical that I get them on Monday.”

      “I am so sorry. There is really nothing I can do. This is just not possible. The company delivering to me will not have them until very late Monday, very late. They arrive by boat in the Hague and we pay extra for a young man to drive them, all the night long Monday, just so they are here Tuesday in the morning, and not later. I am very sorry.”

      “Okay. Please keep me posted a minimum of twice a day. Please don’t make me call you. Call me a minimum of twice per day. Understood?”

      “Yes, madame. Thank you, madame.”

      As she hung up the phone, she couldn’t help but think about the call with Spencer the Tuesday before. He said it could be as early as a week from today. That means this thing could go off on Tuesday before I get the panels in the protected shed, which means we could be stuck without electricity and have no way to charge a SAT phone. It also means it could happen with me still up here and Mason and Addie in Paris. Hell, suppose it goes off while I’m driving back to Paris? Ugh.

      The next morning at breakfast, Kelly said to Jakob and Elsa, “I only have one final delivery that I was expecting today, but it’s coming tomorrow now. So I think I’ll go down into the valley and run some errands for a few hours.”

      Jakob replied, “That’s fine. Give us a call if you have any questions about where to go to buy whatever you need.”

      “Thanks, Jakob, I will.”

      Kelly slowly and carefully wound her way down the treacherous, single-lane road that was cut out of the steep mountainside over a century before, finally arriving in the valley about thirty minutes later. Passing through the village of Collonges without stopping, she turned right on the A9 and headed north, following the signs toward Zurich, two and a half hours away.

      

      Late that afternoon she returned from her long journey, stopping for a fresh cup of coffee at the little shop in town before winding her way back up the mountain. At the top, near the end of the paved road, their old dirt driveway led off to the right through some trees. It was heavily forested for the first one hundred meters or so before the view suddenly exploded into open fields with breathtaking, majestic mountains in the background. As one last line of security, Kelly had purchased a few dozen fake trees and plants with which to cover the entrance to the driveway, so a stranger passing by on the old, paved road would not know the driveway was there. The plants had arrived the day before and she had left them in the woods by the road but had yet to put them in place for her deception.

      It was with this in mind upon her return that she pulled about thirty feet or so into the driveway and walked back to place the plants in position. She had only been at her project for about five minutes when out of nowhere a motorcycle came up the hill from the valley below and drove slowly past her, the driver staring at her from behind a tinted helmet. With no fear or attempt to hide it, he did a U-turn just ten yards down and came back, stopping for a moment on the other side of the road from her, just long enough to note something on his mobile phone. Kelly’s heart sank into her stomach, thinking to herself, Who the hell is this? And how in the world did he find me!? I’ve been watching my mirror non-stop every minute of every day. There is no way I could have missed a motorcycle tail. What the fuck!? No. No. No!

      She didn’t know whether to scream or cry, but she would do neither in front of the stranger. Instead, she walked toward him with authority, clearly intending to confront him. Just as she got close enough to begin to speak, the man slowly extended his index finger, made a saluting motion, and casually drove off back down the mountain. Kelly noted the French license plate number on the back, and quickly texted Spencer on WhatsApp, Urgent: need to know everything you have on the person who owns an older model BMW motorcycle, French plates, AC-242-CL; plate color: black letters on white background. Could not get close enough to read the small region code in the top right box. Thx!

      Within thirty seconds a response came back, 5 mins.

      Sick with guilt and worry, Kelly mindlessly continued her chore of arranging fake trees and plants to obscure the driveway entrance, knowing in her heart that this effort was possibly wasted given what had just happened.

      As the full weight of this sank in, she began to feel unstable. She put both hands on the trunk of the car to steady herself to keep from falling over. Her right leg shook uncontrollably. She closed her eyes and shook her head back and forth over and over, gradually losing control from the panic overwhelming her. She wondered if this was what a nervous breakdown felt like. Then slowly her panic began to turn to something different. Reason crept back in. She had a single clear thought that would not go away: I know that no one was tailing me. It’s not possible that that motorcycle followed me and I didn’t know it!

      And then suddenly, it came to her. She dropped on her hands and knees and began crawling around the perimeter of the car. She slid up under the chassis looking frantically with her iPhone flashlight. She felt under the front bumper, crawled under the engine, searching. Finally, feeling under the left rear bumper, her finger came upon something smooth. Flipping onto her back with the flashlight shining, she saw it and peeled it off. In the palm of her hand, reflecting the fading light of day, was the tiny, insidious device responsible for her indescribable anguish: an Apple AirTag.

      Just then a text came back with the message. Stolen two weeks ago.

      She replied to the text, From where?

      Like a dagger through her heart, the response was Marseille.

      Too exhausted and emotionally drained to stand, Kelly sat on the dirt driveway, leaned against the rear tire, and began to cry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Wednesday morning before all the solar panel components and convertors were assembled and safely stored in the shed at the mountain farmhouse. Kelly was finally able to drive back to Paris, arriving home in the late afternoon. She stopped along the way at a rest stop and attached the AirTag on a tractor trailer with German license plates. She didn’t know if it would do any good at this point, but it was worth a try. As she pulled up in front of their home and triggered the remote-controlled gate, she was met by a private security man from the service Mason had hired immediately after the AirTag discovery two days before. A plainclothes guard was stationed outside of their home now twenty-four, seven. Letting Addie go back to school was out of the question for the foreseeable future.

      Mason had been officially working full-time again since Monday but was mostly working out of his home office. He was on a conference call when Kelly first arrived but came out to hang with her in the kitchen afterward over a glass of wine, as she recounted her trials and tribulations in getting the Swiss chalet set up.

      “Were you able to follow the news much from up there?” he asked her.

      “I was. The cell coverage is fine up on the mountain. I see Spencer was right about this leaking. More and more news agencies have picked up the buzz that something big and threatening is brewing between NATO and Russia and many believe some kind of armed conflict is coming. Almost all the stories I read mentioned full-blown nuclear war. I think I only saw one expert on TV talking about an EMP. And he was struggling to explain it in simple enough terms for the interviewer to follow.”

      “Yeah. For the last few days people have been cleaning out supermarket shelves here worse than during the pandemic. But it appears the fear factor may have helped. Both sides have increased the diplomacy in the last couple days. The secretary of state from the US was in Moscow today and the word is that both sides are de-escalating. I hope that turns out to be accurate,” Mason added.

      “I haven’t read that, but I did talk to Spencer from the car on the way home. He said MI6 is only putting the risk of the EMP happening at 10 percent now—which I confess was a relief. I called him about halfway through my drive, but I wish I had called at the beginning because I was scared to death for the first three hours that it was going to happen while I was driving, and I’d be stuck on the road with no way to reach you guys.”

      Chuckling but with a pained face, Mason said, “Ahhh, honey. I’m sorry. That must’ve been miserable. I tried to call Cohen to ask him that same question but have not heard back from him. Hopefully he’ll surface and confirm that the US boys think the same thing.”

      “It looks like you’re going to be right in the end. Either way, I’m tired of worrying about it. I’m a lot more worried about these Albanian mafia guys right now. We know they are real,” Kelly said, looking tired and downtrodden.

      Reaching over to touch her face, Mason said, “Hey, even if the EMP thing dies down, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth having the insurance policy, like you said. So, you did the right thing either way. Okay?”

      Kelly just nodded.

      Mason continued, “But I agree with you. We need to figure something out about these fuckers from Marseilles. It’s clear now that they have specifically targeted our family and we gotta figure out why. I spoke to Millet after talking to you on Monday afternoon. He agrees. The speculation about random kid or mistaken identity is out. We need to put our heads together and figure out what they want and how to make them go away.”

      Just then Mason’s phone rang. He noticed the caller ID was from Corinne at work. He said to Kelly, “Work call. I should probably take this. She’s been trying to reach me.” As he walked back into his office, he said, “Hello, Corinne. I’m so sorry I’ve been so hard to reach. It has been a crazy time over here.”

      After listening for a moment, he said, “Uh huh. Uh huh. Right. Well, I’m glad you reached out. You should always feel free to reach out. Please, tell me.” After listening for a couple of minutes without saying a word, Mason added, “Yes. That is indeed disconcerting. Well, thank you for letting me know. I’m not quite certain yet how to handle it but I’ll figure it out. You definitely did the right thing.”

      After hanging up, he walked back into the kitchen and said, “I need to go take care of something in person. I won’t be gone long. Back in an hour, two tops.”

      “You’re going to work wearing that ratty old Ireland rugby shirt?”

      Mason replied, “It’s all good.”
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      “Where’s Addie?” Mason asked Kelly as she sat down for one of his famous breakfasts the next morning.

      “She’s upstairs finishing some homework she forgot about before Petra gets here.”

      “You know what? After all you’ve been through this past week, you should take the day and just go to a spa and chill out,” he suggested.

      “That’s a nice thought. But I think I’ll relax the most just by having a talk with you . . .”

      “Awww, what a sweet thing to say.”

      “. . . and having you tell me where you were all afternoon earlier this week when I couldn’t reach you.”

      “Ah. Yes. We haven’t talked about that yet. It’s a short conversation. I was at Véronique’s.”

      Squinting her eyes in disbelief and shaking her head, Kelly replied, “And why on earth would you spend the afternoon at Véronique’s, with your phone off, with me out of town?”

      “Honey, give me a break. It’s not what it looks like—”

      Starting to raise her voice, she interrupted, “Then please tell me what it is.”

      “I was sitting on the sidewalk café at Kaspia, waiting for Talib to come out to lunch, and she happened to be walking by. She had stopped by the office looking for Alain, but he wasn’t there. So, she sat in Talib’s chair for, like, a total of five minutes until he came walking up. And during that very brief time she shared with me just how bad things are with Alain and how she’s planning to divorce him. But the long and the short of it was that she just really wanted someone to talk to and asked if I could come over. I suggested we meet somewhere more public to avoid just this type of conversation. But she said she couldn’t share her honest thoughts in public.”

      “I’ll bet she did.”

      “Come on, honey. Our relationship can’t be so fragile that we don’t have this basic trust,” Mason said, as he purposefully waited for her reply.

      After a long pause she said, “Why would you add this shit to my plate now, of all times, with all that I’m trying to deal with? Did you wake up and decide that it would be okay to heap one more thing on top of me? You know I struggle to deal with her already. It’s just so, careless . . . selfish.”

      “Honey. Honey. Look at me. I’m going to gently disagree with you on both of those charges. It was not careless. I thought it through and decided that it was not a heavy lift for you to understand this. And it was definitely not selfish; I was already exhausted from a two-hour lunch with Talib and hearing his troubles. So, to have to be there for someone else for another four hours, as they poured their heart out as well, was anything but selfish.”

      “I knew you were there. I already knew it.”

      “I know you knew.”

      “How? What made you think I knew?”

      “Because after Addie was taken from school, I’m the one who enabled Find My iPhone on our phones so we could always see where each other was. Which, by the way, proves my innocence.”

      “How so?” she said, a little more calmly—with just a hint of welcome anticipation.

      “If I was going over there to cheat, knowing that you could see my location, I would have put my phone on airplane mode back on Place de la Madeleine and just claimed I was at the restaurant all afternoon with Talib. Or done it in front of a movie theatre to claim I went to a movie. But I didn’t do that. I left it on. I left it on for the first hour I was at her house—and would have left it on the entire time if the battery had not been so low that I needed to save it to call a G7 cab after. Is that the behavior of someone who is sneaking around . . . leaving his phone on, knowing you can see his location? And if that’s not enough you can ask Farida, her maid, or Claude, her butler. We never left the rez-de-chaussée. We sat on the terrace in the garden the entire time and had afternoon tea and ate an insane amount of delicious cakes and sweets. I can’t believe she and Alain aren’t fat, the way their chef feeds them.”

      Getting up to walk out of the room, Kelly said, “Okay. So you didn’t cheat. It was still a dick maneuver to lay that on me, on top of all I’m dealing with right now. I’m glad you’re a good person and that you’re there for your friends. But I’m your wife. I’m supposed to come first. Something is wrong if I have to remind you of that.”

      Mason said, “I’m sorry. You’re right,” as Kelly turned the corner out of the room.

      

      Shortly after lunchtime, Kelly was cleaning up the kitchen while Addie was doing her math on the terrace with Petra. Suddenly Mason came out of his office and said, “I just got a text from Talib. He said to turn on the local news right now!”

      Kelly picked up the remote control to the kitchen TV and turned it on, scrolling to the first news channel she came to. The very first sentence the news anchor said caused Kelly to gasp out loud.

      “Recapping our top story this afternoon: businessman Count Alain Lecule has been killed. Lecule was the husband of well-known socialite and heiress Véronique de Montrachet. Police are still investigating his death, the full details of which have not yet been released. What we do know is that Lecule was crushed to death by a passing oil truck as he left his office on Place de la Madeleine yesterday evening. Sources tell us at least one witness has stated that he was pushed in front of the speeding vehicle. The driver of the truck stopped after running over Lecule and, according to authorities, is cooperating with the investigation.”
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      “Try Véronique again,” Talib suggested to Mason.

      “I’ve tried three times already and it goes straight to voicemail. Her phone’s clearly off. I called their house and spoke to Claude. He said she’d gone to her brother’s place in Le Marais. I’ll try her again tomorrow.”

      “I can’t believe he’s dead,” said Talib. “I mean, it was no secret I didn’t like the guy. But I didn’t wish this on him, or on poor Véronique. Do you guys really think someone shoved him in front of that truck?”

      “That’s what the news anchor reported. The authorities claim they have a witness,” Mason said as he got up to get another bottle of wine from his cabinet.

      “How many witnesses? One or several?” Talib asked.

      “Why does that matter?”

      “I don’t know. I was just curious.”

      “All that matters is if it’s true then it’s some pretty fucked-up shit,” Mason said, before adding, “Talib, are you sure you don’t want Kelly to go sit with Marie-Laure?”

      “Yeah, I’d be happy to go talk with her,” Kelly interjected.

      “No. Thank you, though. She’s taking it particularly hard. I can’t remember seeing her this distraught. Perhaps she’ll come over in a few minutes. Well. I don’t know. Maybe she won’t.”

      After a long stretch of silence, Kelly asked the question that was on everyone’s mind, “If he was pushed, who do you think did it—who would have wanted him dead?”

      As they looked to each other wondering, Talib said defensively, “Don’t look at me! I already told you guys that just because I didn’t like him didn’t mean I wanted him dead.”

      “Good lord, Talib. Chill. No one is even thinking that,” Mason said.

      Looking at Mason, Kelly offered, “Didn’t you tell me that you heard he had a black eye a few months back?”

      Talib interjected, “Yes. He came to work not long ago appearing to have been in a serious fight. And he did have a black eye. When people asked what happened, he indicated that he did not wish to discuss it.”

      “So, who do you guys think did that? Could they have been involved yesterday?” Kelly asked, before turning toward Mason and saying, “You’ve talked with Véro more than us; has she said anything about him running with a bad crowd?”

      “I don’t know. And from what little she shared with me, I don’t think she knows anything either,” Mason replied. “What I do know is that when I first met Alain at our friend Hans’s funeral five years ago, he was very gracious and seemed like a genuinely nice guy. I don’t know what shit he may have gotten himself caught up in since then, but I think his life spiraled downhill in the last couple of years and it seems he hurt a lot of folks close to him as he went down. And that’s sad all around.”

      Talib then said, “Who was this ‘Hans’ fellow I’ve heard you talk about?”

      Mason and Kelly immediately looked at each other with an air of confusion, before Mason replied, “I’m reasonably certain I’ve never mentioned Hans to you before, nor talked about him to anyone but Kelly for a very long time. Honey, have you ever talked about Hans?”

      “I, uh, don’t think so. It’s not a happy chapter in our lives so we don’t ever talk about him.”

      To which Mason added, looking back at Talib, “When, or where have you ever heard Hans’s name mentioned?”

      Talib nervously replied, “I, um, I guess it just sounded familiar. I can’t really say that I have heard either of you mention him. You know how easily I get confused with names. Just thought it sounded familiar, that’s all.”

      

      That night as Mason and Kelly were getting ready for bed, Kelly said, “Don’t forget we won’t have Petra here tomorrow or for the weekend. She’s flying home to Sweden in the morning for her dad’s birthday.”

      “Roger that.”

      Kelly then asked, “Do you think there is any chance that Talib had something to do with Alain’s death?”

      “No. He definitely hated the guy, but I don’t believe he has it in him to harm anyone. I don’t think he could harm a bug.”

      “What was that weird thing he said about having heard of Hans?”

      “Yeah, that was bizarre. I know I’ve never mentioned him.”

      “I haven’t either. But it’s not like you can’t just google our names. Well, your name really. I don’t think mine was ever mentioned in the press. But you made a bunch of news for a few days—twice really—once when you got framed for the Bataclan, and then again when you and Spencer took out bin Hakam in London.”

      “Yeah. That’s the most likely explanation. He googled us at some point and saw Hans’s name as having been killed. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Actually, Talib has never cared about people or titles or backgrounds. I can’t see him googling anyone. But Marie-Laure, she’s another story.” Mason was starting to drift off to sleep when Kelly added, “Hey, on a different subject, are you sure you’re okay with me taking Addie to her friend Sophie’s birthday party tomorrow afternoon?”

      “Where is it again?”

      “It’s only about four blocks away. I think we’ll be okay walking over there if the security guy comes with us and stays out front, don’t you think?”

      “I think you’ll be fine. The security guys all carry guns. Who’s working tomorrow afternoon?”

      “I think it’s Jean again.”

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t worry about it. He seems like a competent guy. Very professional. Just stay on your guard. You know the drill. I’ll walk over there with you guys if you want.”

      “Yeah. Let’s do that. I’ll feel better about it if we’re altogether.”

      

      The next afternoon, Mason walked with Addie, Kelly, and Jean the four blocks over to little Sophie’s party. After they said a brief hello to everyone, Kelly said to Mason, “I know you have a bunch of work to do. We’ll be okay. Thanks for walking us over. I’m sure Jean can get us back home safely.”

      “Yeah, you’re all good. Just stay alert on the walk back. I’ll see you guys back at home,” Mason said, and then turned and left.

      Two hours later, Kelly and Addie made their way home, with Jean dutifully walking two steps behind, surveying their surroundings as they went. When they were a few hundred meters from their doorstep, Addie said to Kelly, “I want a shoulder ride!”

      “Okay, beautiful, come on up,” Kelly said as she picked her up over her head in one swoop and plopped her on her shoulders for the rest of the walk home. Kelly paid particular attention to her footing, for fear of tripping or falling and hurting Addie. Unfortunately, the additional attention she paid to the sidewalk in front of her was attention she was not paying to her surroundings.

      Arriving at the gate in front of their house, she typed in the code to automatically release the latch and they stepped inside, closing it securely behind them, leaving Jean standing guard on the outside. As they walked toward the building Talib came out the entrance door.

      “Hello, pretty ladies. Wow. You look so tall up on your mommy’s shoulders! Where are you guys coming from?” he said.

      Addie replied loudly, “We just came from a PARTY!”

      Kelly said to Talib inquisitively, “You’re home early from work.”

      “Yes, Monsieur de Perignon gave the entire office the day off because of . . .”

      But Kelly did not hear the rest of Talib’s response. She was distracted by the sound of car doors opening. Looking back to her left she saw two large bald men exiting a car parked on the street in front of the house next door. Turning back toward the house she said to Addie, “Let’s hurry inside, honey. Quickly.”

      But at the exact same instant she heard a deep male voice with a foreign accent bellow from behind her, “Take one step more and I shoot kid!”

      Kelly froze in place. With her back still to the men, she slowly reached up to Addie and lowered her down to the ground in front of her so that her own body was now between the men and Addie.

      As she bent down to whisper in Addie’s ear she heard Jean yell, “Drop your weapon and get on the ground—right now!”

      Kelly used this momentary distraction to say to Addie, “Run and tell Daddy I need his help to talk with these people—and then we’re coming in to play hide and seek. I want you to climb to the top of the tall tree in the garden like you did for Daddy last week. Don’t come down until I come and find you there, okay? No matter what. You don’t come down until I come to find you.”

      “Okay, Mommy!” came the reply, as Addie ran inside.

      Kelly turned back to face the street, confused by two unexpected sounds: a rapid clicking noise and the sound of the men laughing. Suddenly the horrific image on the other side of the wrought-iron fence came into focus. Jean was lying facedown on the sidewalk with two wires sticking out of his back, which led back to a taser pistol held by a third bald man, who had been hiding behind a parked car. The man with the taser slowly walked over to Jean’s incapacitated body, produced a large knife, and drove it into the center of Jean’s back.

      Kelly quietly said to Talib, “You can’t be here. You need to get inside, lock your door, and call one-one-two. Talib?”

      But her efforts were in vain. Talib was frozen with fear, unable to speak or move.

      She tried once more, whispering from the side of her mouth, “Talib! Go now! Get inside and call the police!” to no avail.

      By then, the largest of the three men was leaning over the chest-high wrought iron gate aiming his gun at them again. He said, “Hey, bitch with fine ass. Come here and open fucking gate or I shoot your friend.”
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      Addie had done exactly as she was told. Mason grabbed a steak knife from the butcher block in the kitchen and put it in his back right pocket, then grabbed his iPhone as he watched Addie run across the garden and begin climbing the tree. Faced with an impossible decision, to call the police first or to help his wife first, he decided he could do both. As he ran to the front door, he popped an Apple AirPod in his ear and said out loud, “Hey, Siri, call one-one-two.” By the time he was out front in the courtyard, Kelly was already over near the gate, buzzing the large bald man and his two colleagues in. Consumed by the scene in front of him, Mason didn’t notice that his AirPod had not successfully paired with his iPhone—so the emergency services call had not gone through.

      Kelly backed away as the first two men entered. The third man remained back by the gate.

      Casually continuing to aim the gun at her and gawking with an intensely lecherous look, Jorgo walked up close to Kelly and said, “You fine woman. We came for girl, but maybe Jorgo take you instead. You and me have fun together.”

      “You’re not taking anyone anywhere, motherfucker!” Mason said as he approached the men.

      Turning his attention and his gun toward Mason, Jorgo said, “Don’t be hero, asshole! Take one step more and I blow you away and not give shit.” Mason stopped where he was, about five feet from Kelly and Jorgo, and only about three feet from the second henchman standing to his left.

      Jorgo continued, “On second thought, if you make move, I kill your rag head friend there. No, I think Jorgo will kill friend just because he’s fucking rag head.”

      Talib said, “No. Please, sir. Please,” as a look of pure terror came across his face and he raised his hands in front of him in a defensive posture.

      Jorgo replied, “Oh no. You going to beg now? Boys, we have beggar rag head!” as the three of them laughed. Jorgo said, “Fuck, man, now Jorgo got two reasons to shoot you. One because you cry baby and, two, I don’t need reason to shoot a rag head. This is my duty.”

      Jorgo then turned the gun’s aim away from Mason and pointed it directly at Talib.

      Even to those who were present, precisely what happened next was difficult to know, as it happened so fast. Kelly grabbed the barrel of the gun with her left hand while smacking the inside of Jorgo’s wrist with her right, causing the wrist to give way as she twisted it into a reverse direction which, were Jorgo to have held on, would have snapped his wrist bone. The net result of the maneuver, which took less than a second to execute, was that Kelly was now holding the gun pointed at Jorgo.

      Kelly instinctively took two steps back to ensure she was out of his reach as Jorgo screamed, “Fucking bitch!” and lunged at her. The second man with him also lurched in her direction but at the same instant Mason pulled the steak knife from his back pocket and stabbed the man full-force in his armpit. As the man let out a howl and retracted his arm in agony Mason scored a second blow by jamming the knife into his right thigh, burying it up to the handle and retracting it again to retain possession. The man collapsed to the ground, shrieking and howling.

      The diversion of the man screaming had distracted Jorgo long enough for Kelly to take three steps farther back. When he turned back to face her, he could see she was out of his reach. Her stance and the determination on her face convinced him that she both knew how to use the weapon and was willing to pull the trigger. This, coupled with the proficiency with which Mason had dispatched his friend, and the fact that Mason was now standing immediately next to him holding the bloody steak knife, caused Jorgo to reconsider his aggressive posture.

      “What you gonna do now? You think you gonna shoot Jorgo? You harm one hair on my fucking head and my brother kill everyone in your family—daughter, mother, father, brother—he kill everyone you ever met.”

      Mason interrupted, “You mean your psycho, zit-faced, racist brother with the ridiculous tattoo of a wolf across his face? Yeah, we can worry about him when the time comes. Right now, we just need to decide whether to shoot you and then call the cops, or to just call the cops. But one thing is certain: by sundown you’re either going to be in a body bag, or a prison cell.”

      Jorgo calmly replied, “Ahh. Simple little couple have done homework. Something strange about simple couple who know so much, who can make roadblock on highways, and fight like soldiers. Maybe simple couple not so simple. Jorgo not so simple either. Put Jorgo in prison and see how long they keep me there.”

      Meanwhile Kelly was visibly struggling to make a decision on whether or not to pull the trigger. Still aiming the gun at the man’s head, she said to Mason, “Honey, what do I do here? He’s right. His brother will find a way to threaten some judge who will end up letting this monster go.”

      “It’s your call, baby. I already told you that I wasn’t sure I could swear not to waste this fucker if we got our hands on him.”

      “But then I made you promise you wouldn’t. We both swore we wouldn’t.”

      Mason replied, “If you want to make an exception, you have a pass, as far as I’m concerned. I agree that with the power these scumbags have that someone is likely to let him out. And we’ll just be right back here again.”

      “I know. But we swore. I swore.”

      Jorgo interjected, “I knew you would not hurt Jorgo. Call your police. See how long they hold me.”

      Mason shook his head in frustration at Kelly’s decision.

      Then, Kelly added, “We swore not to kill anyone. We didn’t say anything about wounding them. If I’ve ever met a man who could use a testosterone reduction, it’s you!” As she was finishing the final word of the sentence, Kelly lowered the weapon and fired twice into Jorgo’s privates. The first shot obliterated his penis and testicles. The second shot severed what remained of them from his body.

      Unlike his shrieking colleague, who was continuing to squeal, Jorgo’s scream was more of a primal growl, laced with expletives, as he fell to the ground clutching his groin, “Arrrrr! You fucking bitch! I swear, I kill your whole family! You’re gonna die, you cunt! You’re gonna die slow and painful, you fucking bitch! You hear me, bitch?!”

      Mason turned to Kelly, and let out a nervous laugh as he said, “I did not see that coming!” But the look on his face quickly changed when he noticed the extraordinary volume of blood pouring out from under Jorgo’s body. Turning to their colleague by the gate, who had been standing frozen with uncertainty about what was about to happen to him, Mason said, “You had better get him to a hospital, fast. At the rate he’s bleeding, he’s going to bleed out before an ambulance can get here. You see that corner down there, it’s rue Cortambert. Turn there and there is a hospital about quarter of a mile down on your right. You can be there in three minutes if you hurry. Don’t worry. We’ll have the cops meet you there. Ole dickless here won’t be hard to identify.”

      “Fuck you! You’re all dead, do you hear me? You’re fucking dead!” came the reply.

      The third man reached under Jorgo’s arms and dragged him to the car. As they turned past the gate, what remained of his testicles and penis fell out of the bottom of his pants leg, unnoticed, on the edge of the sidewalk. The other wounded man, still clutching his right armpit and whimpering, followed them hopping on his left leg. Kelly supervised their departure from a safe distance, while Mason ran outside the fence to check on Jean. He knelt over him and put two fingers on his throat but felt no pulse. The knife had gone straight through his heart. Mason stood up and looked back over the fence to Kelly and shook his head.

      Mason came back inside the fence and only then realized that his original attempt to call 112 had failed. Rather than dial it again, he and Kelly agreed he should just call Inspector Millet directly on his cell phone. As he tapped Millet’s name on speed dial, he looked back toward the doorway and noticed that poor Talib had been there the entire time—only now he was sitting on the ground in front of the entrance with his knees pulled into his chest and tears running down his face, gently rocking back and forth as he stared aimlessly at the walkway in front of him.
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      Mason rang Millet as Kelly helped Talib back to his apartment. She was reaching for the door handle when Marie-Laure opened it, saying, “What on earth is going on out here?! I heard the shouting and screaming, and I looked out the window to see these scary men in our courtyard! So I called the police! Were those gunshots?”

      “Yes,” replied Mason. “And we’re glad you called them. Thank you. I just rang Inspector Millet but got his voicemail. I’ll send him a text in a second, but first let’s get Talib inside.”

      “Oh my God! Is he hurt?”

      “No. I think he’s just had a bit of a shock.”

      Kelly then said to Mason, “Did Addie hide in the tree like I told her?”

      “She did.”

      “I’m going to run and get her.”

      When Kelly came back with Addie a couple of minutes later, Mason was handing a glass of water to Marie-Laure to give to Talib, who was sitting next to her on the sofa. Kelly pulled Mason aside and quietly said, “I feel terrible leaving Jean’s body out there. Should we move him into the courtyard or something?”

      “I don’t think so, honey. You know how cops don’t like anyone touching a crime scene.”

      “I know. I just feel like, maybe we should go stand out there with him.”

      “That’s definitely the right thing. But on the off chance that our mafia friends have some buddies here in Paris that they could have called by now, I don’t wanna make a target of ourselves by standing out on the street.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Did you reach Millet?”

      “Not yet. I texted him while you were getting Addie. But I’m sure the cops Marie-Laure called will be here any second now.”

      Kelly noticed that Addie was patiently waiting to ask something, while doing a subtle dance standing in place. She said to her, “Honey, do you have to go to the toilet?”

      Addie nodded nervously.

      Turning to Marie-Laure, Kelly asked, “Can she use your toilet?”

      “Of course you can, honey. You know where it is,” came the reply, as Addie scurried off down the hall to the bathroom.

      Marie-Laure turned back to Kelly and Mason, saying, “I can’t believe this is happening. First Alain is killed, and now these terrible men are here with guns! What in the world is going on?”

      Kelly replied, “I wish we knew. I mean, we think these men are tied to the couple who took Addie before. But we have no idea what they want with her or with us. The whole thing is as terrifying as it is bizarre.”

      After another minute or so of discussion, Mason commented, “Boy, these cops are taking a long time to get here—especially since I’m sure Marie-Laure’s call was not the only one they received. If someone fires a gun in the heart of Paris, you would think a dozen people in the surrounding buildings would have called—and that multiple cop cars would be here in minutes. What the fuck?”

      As Mason was finishing his comment, Talib began to stare at Mason, and then at Kelly, with the same catatonic look on his face he had had for a while. Finally he said in a stuttering manner not much above a whisper, “How did you . . . ? How did you take that gun from that huge man?” And then pointing to Mason, “And the knife . . . you stabbed the other one. What was . . .”

      Before he could finish, Addie came back from the bathroom with her pants not fully buttoned at the top, saying, “Excuse me. Something is wrong with the light in the bathroom.”

      Marie-Laure replied, “Oh, I’m so sorry, honey. Is the lightbulb out in the bathroom?”

      Addie replied, “No. It worked fine. But then it just went out. The light in the hall went out too.”
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      In the far back corner of the garage in the basement of Mason and Kelly’s apartment building was a large vehicle covered from view by a tarp that had a locking drawstring at the bottom. It was something of a casual curiosity to other residents in the building, as one could not easily discern what type of vehicle it was from the contours. Beneath the tarp was a tan-colored 1982 Toyota Land Cruiser, that Mason and Kelly affectionately called “Max” in an ode to the original dystopian Mel Gibson movie, Mad Max, which Spencer had referenced in their call.

      The Land Cruiser had a completely rebuilt engine, using original parts from the early 1980s. It had an eighteen-inch-high, full-length luggage rack on top that looked more like an open-top cage. Two ten-gallon plastic containers of extra gasoline were on the rack, held down with bungy cords. But what was most bizarre about the vehicle were the huge white sacks suspended by ropes hanging from the luggage rack on all sides. Every window was covered above and below by a large sandbag, so that only a six-inch gap allowed visibility between the upper and lower hanging bags. The horizontal opening for the windshield was slightly wider at about one foot. Max also had modern, run-flat tires all around and on the front was an oversized, V-shaped snowplow, welded to the frame, allowing the ability to plow through snow, or anything else that might obstruct its path. Inside were the packed suitcases for Mason, Kelly, and Addie with everything they might need, including summer and winter clothing; laptops, backup hard drives, and the SAT phones that Mason had activated and charged (all wrapped in aluminum foil); physical maps of France and Switzerland; and food and water for the six-hour drive to their new, remote mountaintop residence—all ready for departure on a moment’s notice, should that dreaded day ever arrive.

      The seemingly mundane news that Addie had just brought back from the bathroom immediately caused both Kelly and Mason to fear that that day may have indeed arrived.

      The instant Addie finished her statement about the lights going out Mason and Kelly looked at each other with grave concern in their eyes.

      Seeing this, Marie-Laure replied, “It’s not a big deal, guys. I’m sure it’s just a circuit breaker.”

      But they were both already checking their phones. “My phone’s dead,” Kelly said.

      “Mine too,” replied Mason. He then added as he walked over to the window, “Checking the street.”

      “Anything moving?” Kelly asked.

      “Nope. I see four cars stopped in the road. The drivers are already out and walking around.” Mason said, as he continued looking out the window, before pausing, dropping his head, and adding in a slow somber tone, “My God, what have they done?”

      The tense, momentary silence in the room was interrupted by Kelly, as she said, “We have to leave. Like, right now.”

      “What’s happening?” Marie-Laure asked with a worried look on her face.

      Mason gave a questioning look to Kelly. She shrugged her shoulders in response.

      “Honey, can I speak to you alone in the kitchen for a moment?” he said.

      Kelly and Mason went in the kitchen and spoke quietly in private for about a minute. As they came back out, Kelly said, “Addie, honey, come with me. We are going on a little trip, and we need to get your favorite dolls and a few of your books. Daddy is going to talk to our friends for a minute and he’ll come over to get us.” Turning back to Mason she said, “Five minutes. Not one second more.” Turning then to their friends, she said, “You need to listen to him and decide immediately. I hope you decide to come. You need to come with us—if you want to live.”

      Mason nodded in response to Kelly’s directive.

      Once Addie and Kelly were gone, he pulled up a chair in front of the sofa where Marie-Laure and Talib were sitting. The bizarre behavior of their best friends had caused them both to sit up and lean forward on the sofa to hear what he had to say. Even Talib was forcing himself out of his fragile state in order to take in whatever it was Mason was about to tell them, saying, “Mason, what in the name of God is happening?!”

      

      Ten minutes later Mason, Kelly, and Addie were sitting inside Max, waiting in the front courtyard with the engine running when Marie-Laure and Talib came out of their apartment, each carrying one carry-on suitcase in one hand, and a heavy winter coat in the other. The shock on their faces was palpable as they first laid eyes on the bizarre-looking Max.

      Mason loaded their bags into the car and then helped them squeeze in through the rear doors, holding the sandbags up as one climbed in on either side of Addie who was in her car seat in the middle. Ninety seconds later they were making their way down Avenue Georges Mandel, headed toward the Périphérique. The drive quickly began to feel more like an amusement park ride as Mason was constantly forced to swerve around disabled vehicles. As Spencer had predicted, in the immediate aftermath of the event, most people remained calm and civilized. Some were still sitting in their cars. Others were sitting on top of their cars. Others had bought beer or wine at local shops and were gathering around a disabled car, having a small party to make the best of whatever it was that had just happened. A few people waved frantically at their strange-looking vehicle to get them to pull over and help in some manner, but Mason never slowed down. By the time they got to the interstate a few minutes later they had counted a total of three other working vehicles. One was an ancient Mini Cooper that looked like it was from the 1970s and the other two were motorcycles—both motocross dirt bikes.

      On the Périphérique the situation was much the same, weaving in and out of broken-down cars, only with larger concentrations of people waving at them trying to get them to stop or give them a ride. Some people waved large denomination notes as an inducement, but Mason drove on. They counted about a dozen accidents, but all appeared minor. On more than one occasion there were too many disabled vehicles across the roadway to weave around them and Mason had to use the snowplow on the front to push cars aside in order to get by. Those whose cars were being pushed and damaged screamed obscenities at them and threw things at their car.

      After about forty-five minutes of driving Kelly lamented, “I feel foolish. I miscalculated.”

      “Miscalculated what, honey?” replied Mason.

      “We are just now getting on the A6. We should have been here after twenty minutes, not forty-five. I didn’t account for how slowly we would be forced to drive due to all the dead cars. I’m hoping we can make better time as we get away from Paris. It should be less congested as we head farther south and east. If we can’t improve on the pace, we are likely to run out of gas before we get there.”

      Talib asked, “What do we do if that happens?”

      “Well, we’ve got two full ten-gallon gas containers up on the luggage rack. So hopefully with that extra we’ll be able to make it all the way. I was hoping to save that for later. But right now, the only thing that matters is getting there—tonight.”

      Along the drive they were careful not to discuss issues that Addie would find distressing. She fell asleep for long periods of time, which offered Talib and Marie-Laure the opportunity to ask questions of Mason and Kelly—which they had never asked before—specifically about their past. They shared with them about Kelly’s time working for MI6 and Mason’s difficulties with Hans and the terrorists years before.

      At one point, after they had been riding along in silence for a long time, Talib couldn’t resist asking the question that was still on everyone’s mind: “I still can’t figure out who would want to kill Alain? Mason, do you or Kelly have any insight into this?”

      Kelly looked over at Mason, and they both just shook their heads.

      Mason replied, “You knew him better than any of us, given how closely the two of you worked together. I mean, is anything going sideways on this big deal you guys are working on? Did he ever disclose who it was that gave him the black eye a few weeks ago? Who do you think may have done it?”

      “No. Nothing. I just know he was really troubled lately,” came the reply.

      

      Late that night, as they were nearing the Swiss border, they passed through the village of Saint-Antoine. Just as they crested a small hill, immediately in front of them was a roadblock consisting of six or seven disabled cars pushed together. Mason had no time to react; he just hit the brakes and came to a stop about twenty meters in front of it. He could see that it was manned by two armed police officers in uniform. He checked his mirrors immediately as he thought of reversing back the way he came but a third officer was already approaching their car from the rear.

      “How the hell did one get behind me?! He must have been hiding behind those trees,” Mason said. Continuing to speak quietly, he asked as he looked at Marie-Laure in the rearview mirror, “Is she still asleep back there?”

      “Yes,” came the whispered reply.

      He then turned to Kelly and said, “What do you think the right call is here? I could try to cut through those yards over there to get to a side road but they all have fences so there is the chance we damage something underneath the car if I smash through there. We’ll escape the roadblock but might not make it the rest of the way. I could speed up and blow through the roadblock, but I run the same risk of messing up Max if I ram through at speed, and we run the added risk that they shoot at—woah, well, I guess he’s decided for us. Shit.” The officer in front had just raised his weapon at them as all three policemen quickly approached the car.

      Kelly replied, “Okay. Let’s all just keep our cool and see what they want.”

      As he put the car in park, Mason responded, “You know what they want. They want Max.”
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      “Turn off your vehicle!” said the policeman standing just next to Mason’s window, still aiming the gun at him.

      In the back seat, Marie-Laure was melting down. “Oh my God, he’s pointing the gun! What are we going to do? You can’t give him the car. Where will we sleep?”

      Mason turned to Kelly and said, “We either have to give them the car, or we have to get, uh, ugly. And there is no way on God’s earth that I’m giving up the car.”

      Kelly just looked him in the eye and said, “Then I guess we go ugly.”

      “How do you want to synchronize? Verbal signal?”

      “Too complicated from opposite sides,” came her reply. “Let’s just do it as soon as we step out. We’ll know we’re in sync and none of them will be in the car yet.”

      Mason rolled down his window and pushed the top sandbag up a few inches so that he could see the officer, who was still pointing the pistol at him, and said, “You don’t need the weapon, Officer. We are unarmed. If you or your colleagues would like to shine the flashlight in here, you’ll see you have nothing to fear from us. My five-year-old daughter is sleeping in the seat right behind me and I’d be grateful if you would stop threatening her life and ours for no reason.”

      “Check it out,” the officer said to his colleague standing next to him. The third officer was on Kelly’s side of the car shining the light in on her side as well.

      A few moments later the second officer said, “All clear from what I can tell. Little girl sleeping in back.”

      The first officer then said to Mason as he holstered his pistol, “I’m sorry to have to inform you and your family, sir, that in the name of the president of the republic, we are commandeering your vehicle. We’re going to need all of you to exit the vehicle and bring your belongings with you.”

      Mason replied, “That doesn’t really seem fair. What’s wrong with your police cars, or all these cars we see here blocking the road? Why can’t you drive one of them?”

      The officer replied, “Nothing works. Nothing works anywhere. No cars, no phones, no electricity—nothing. And no one knows why or what the hell is going on. The police and emergency services require working automobiles to do their job. So, I’m afraid we are forced to commandeer yours. I’m very sorry for the inconvenience. We will find someone in one of these homes to take you in. You can have the car back as soon as everything comes back on.” After a brief pause, he continued, “By the way, where did you get the sandbags? You look like you’re driving into combat in Afghanistan or something. Are you in the military, maybe a veteran?”

      “Uh, no, sir, I’m not.”

      “Why does your car work and no one else’s does?”

      “I’m, uh, not sure, sir.”

      “It doesn’t really matter. I’m sorry. But you must all exit the vehicle, right now. Leave the keys in the ignition.”

      Mason calmly replied, looking over to Kelly, “Well, honey. It looks like we need to get out now.”

      They each opened their doors at the same time, pushing back against the weight of the sandbags, and slid out on their respective sides. The instant the door clicked shut behind him, Mason and the two officers on his side of the vehicle heard confusing noises coming from the other side. It was the sound of rapid movement, followed by a loud snap, which coincided with the sound of a body hitting the ground. The sound that followed, however, was crystal clear. The other officer was screaming in agony as he yelled, “The bitch broke my fucking arm!” But before he could finish his phrase, Mason punched the officer immediately in front of him at the base of his throat, using just his thumb extending past his closed fist. The man was instantly incapacitated as he reached for his throat in desperation, his legs buckling under him. Mason caught him from behind before he could fall to the ground, holding him up to shield himself from the other officer who was three steps away near the front of the car. Recognizing that they were under assault, the third officer drew his gun and aimed it at Mason, saying, “Release him and put your hands in the air!”

      But he did not have a clean shot as Mason was still supporting his colleague and using his body as a shield. Only now, Mason had drawn his colleague’s weapon from its holster and was aiming it back at the officer.

      Mason said, “I’m not going to kill you, but I will blow off your knee cap. It’s your choice. Drop your weapon, everybody lives, and we go on our way. Or try to shoot, and risk killing your friend, and I guarantee you that you’ll never walk right again.”

      The officer hesitated, initially resisting the idea of surrender, repeating his command, “Release the officer, drop the weapon, and get on the ground!”

      Mason replied, “Look. We don’t have time to play this game. We’re both holding a SIG Sauer P320. How do I know that? I know that because I’m good with guns. In fact, I’m fucking excellent with guns, and this happens to be one of my favorite weapons. So I’m going to count to three. Once I get to three, I’m going to blow off your kneecap and you’re never going to walk again. It’s your call. One. Two. Three . . .”

      “Okay. Okay. I’m putting it away,” the man said as he re-holstered his gun.

      “Nice try, but no,” Mason said. “Lose the belt.”

      French police officers’ pistols are attached to their belts by a short, coiled bungee cord, which makes it harder for criminals to disarm them in a fight.

      The officer unbuckled his belt and let it fall to the ground. Mason then said, “Thank you. Wise decision. We’re not here to hurt anyone. We just want to be left alone and we’ll be on our way, with our car. Now I need you to jog about thirty meters over there and stand by that fence.”

      The officer took one step and then hesitated, looking back at Mason in fear. To which Mason responded, “My friend, if I was going to shoot you, you’d already be dead. I need you to be far enough away that you can’t come running back over here and grab one of these guns and shoot at us as we’re driving away. We’re not taking your guns. You guys are going to need them to keep law and order around here.”

      The man looked puzzled.

      Mason reiterated, “I told you. We’re not the bad guys. You’ll figure it out later. Now go! Run!”

      The man did as he was told and jogged over to the fence about thirty meters in the distance. Mason then gently dragged the officer he had been holding up, who had been gurgling and shaking the whole time, around to the other side of the car and laid him on the grassy shoulder next to his colleague with the broken arm. Kelly had been standing over him holding his own gun on him. Mason then unbuckled both men’s belts and put all three of them, with all their associated weaponry, on the front seat of the car.

      This caused the officer with a broken arm to comment, “I thought you weren’t taking our guns?!”

      “I’m not. I just need to keep them out of your reach until we get past your little roadblock here. I’ll drop them on the road a few hundred meters down.” With that, Mason held open Kelly’s door for her as she climbed back up into Max. As he started to walk around the front of the car to get back in himself, the officer spoke again.

      “This makes no sense. You guys don’t make sense. You’ve got the only car that still works, with all this special shit on it. How did you get that thing fixed up so fast? It’s like you knew it was going to happen.” Pausing briefly, he added, “And both of you with your karate shit. Who the fuck are you?”

      Mason turned to face the man and said, “Sorry about having to get physical.”

      “I’ve been on the force for twenty-three years. I can handle a broken bone.”

      “I’m sorry about that. I mean it. But we just couldn’t give you the car. You don’t have any way to look this up to learn about it, but what happened was someone set off a nuclear bomb in the upper atmosphere. It fried everything electronic across all of Western Europe. This is not going to get fixed any time soon. No one can just turn it back on. And no one is coming to help you. You need to understand that. It’s going to be at least six months, probably closer to a year before anyone comes to help. So rather than fucking around out here on the road looking for a car, you guys should spend your time organizing and arming your local citizens in this beautiful little town, so you can all figure out how to survive for the next year, not kill each other, and not be killed by the roaming hordes of people that will be fleeing the cities, starting about five days from now. Just my humble advice. You can do with it what you want. Good luck, guys.”

      Max and his snowplow made short work of pushing the cars aside that were blocking their path. In two minutes, they were past the obstruction and on their way. The cop with the broken arm watched as Mason drove just beyond the opening and then stopped. He heard the sound of their gun belts dropping onto the pavement, but could not see them in the pitch-black, moonless night. As he watched the car’s taillights fade slowly and then silently disappear in the distance, he realized that he was not thinking about his arm. He was busy trying to process the full breadth of what the strange man with the strange car had said as he was leaving. And after a few moments he realized that for the first time in his adult life he was experiencing an emotion that had always been foreign to him—fear.
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      “Left. Left. This is the turn!” Kelly said.

      “Ah, sorry. I thought you meant the next one just after this.”

      “No. This left and then the very next right.”

      It was just after two o’clock in the morning as the exhausted couples, and sleeping Addie, finally arrived in the picturesque village of Collonges, Valais, Switzerland. They had been wise to make their dash to the mountains immediately after the EMP event. By the next day the roadblocks in villages and towns all over Europe would be crowded with dozens, in some cases hundreds of people—not just a few police officers—as the total information blackout would cause people to panic much sooner than would normally have been the case. But on this first night, the people in most towns, including quiet little Collonges, were asleep in their beds—still believing that someone would turn the power back on in the morning. Mason slowly steered the bizarre-looking Max through the winding streets of the village without being seen by a living soul.

      “It’s this next right, coming up. This is it,” Kelly said, as Mason turned onto the tiny, old one-lane road that winds its way back and forth up the impossibly steep mountain, which dominates the town and river valley below. For the next half hour, they wound their way up to higher and higher elevations, slowly navigating hairpin turn after hairpin turn every half mile or so until they were finally near the top, where the steep mountainside began to plateau.

      “Wow. What is that place on the right?” Talib said, shortly after the road leveled off.

      “The real estate agent said it was built by some very private, very rich guy about ten years ago. He modeled it after an Italian villa he liked. Clearly someone who wanted to get as far away from the world as possible,” Kelly said. She added, “It’s one of only four places up here. The other two are tiny one-bedroom farms that I’m not even sure are inhabited. And then there’s ours, just a couple miles farther up this road, the very last one before the dead-end. Ours has three bedrooms and a walk-in closet that can serve as a bedroom for Addie. One bedroom is off the back by the kitchen, with its own bath. The other two are upstairs, where there is another full bath. All the fixtures are a bit antiquated. But it’s quaint. More important, it’s almost thirteen thousand feet above sea level on this very remote mountaintop.

      Talib interjected, “We don’t care one whit about things being old-fashioned. We are just so thankful that you invited us to come along. We literally owe you our lives. Thank you.”

      “Stop it,” Mason added. “You guys would have done the same for us.”

      “It’s just here on the right. That little dirt road that goes back into the forest,” Kelly said.

      “Wow. If I had blinked, I would not have seen that,” replied Mason.

      “That’s the idea. I have some fake plants and trees waiting there on the side. Pull up about ten feet. I’m going to get out to cover the entrance with them to try to hide it.”

      Kelly placed the fake plants in position and then climbed back in, saying, “All set. So, about a hundred meters farther uphill through the woods the trees end. There’s a little bit of moon peeking through now so maybe you can see it tonight, but you may have to wait til morning.”

      “See what? What are we looking for?” Marie-Laure asked.

      “The view. It’s amazing. You’d swear they filmed the hilltop scene in The Sound of Music up here.”

      A few moments later they drove out of the woods into a massive meadow. The clouds had gone, and the night was crystal clear, with what seemed like a billion stars lighting up the clearing at the top of the mountain.

      Mason said, “Wow, the other mountains surrounding ours are even taller. It’s almost a little scary seeing them at night, the way they dominate the skies around ours.”

      “I prefer to think of them as protective,” Kelly said.

      “Amen to that,” came the reply from Talib.

      As they approached the little chalet on the far side of the meadow, they heard the sound of Thor barking from inside the house.

      “They have a dog?” Marie-Laure asked.

      “They do. He’s a big, old Saint Bernard. But he’s super friendly.”

      Even though she had the key, Kelly knocked on the front door while looking through the glass pane for signs of Jakob or Elsa. Jakob eventually came out of the back bedroom wearing only an old pair of long johns and holding a candle. At seventy-four, his five-foot-six-inch frame, unsteady gate, and hunched posture made him appear ten years older than he was. The hard life he had lived, and the loss of their beautiful daughter, had taken their toll. Kelly could see from the reflection of the candle flame that he also had a pistol with him.

      “Jakob. It’s Kelly. We’re here with our family and some friends. Did you hear that, Jakob? It’s Kelly.”

      “Who is it?” came the reply.

      “It’s Kelly, Jakob. We’re here with our family and friends.”

      “Oh. Kelly,” he said as he opened the door. “We weren’t expecting you back so soon, at least not at this late hour.”

      “We’re really sorry about that. It couldn’t be helped.”

      “It’s a shame you came all this way now. Earlier today we lost electricity. It’s the darndest thing.”

      Kelly added, “Yeah. That’s okay. Please go on back to sleep. Sorry again. We’re all going straight to bed.

      

      The next morning everyone came down to the kitchen as they woke up, and got acquainted with Elsa and Jakob. Elsa showed an immediate affinity toward little Addie, noting how much she reminded her of her own daughter. With her short, gray hair, traditional dress, and plump physique, Elsa looked like a picture postcard of someone you’d expect to find living on the top of a remote Swiss mountain. Fortunately, she had the kind, jovial personality to match the image.

      Elsa was determined to make a large, welcoming breakfast for everyone, all by herself. But Mason convinced her that he could be a valuable ally in the kitchen and together they grilled up a feast on the old gas stove.

      As Mason was frying a hefty amount of bacon on the griddle, Marie-Laure said, “I’m glad to see the stove is working, with the electricity out.”

      To which Kelly replied, “We should be all set on that front. We have a full tank of gas attached to the back of the house and two more spare ones under the shed roof by the barn. It should be enough to last us about eighteen months, maybe more, if we don’t overdo it.” She then turned to Jakob and said, “After breakfast we should probably all sit down and talk about what has happened. There are many things we know, and much more that we don’t. But what we know we want to share with you, since we’re all going to be living closely together and dependent on each other for a while.”

      When breakfast was over, everyone helped to clean the kitchen together, over Elsa’s protests. Afterward, they all sat in the living room as Mason and Kelly explained what had happened in the outside world. Kelly confessed that they had advance knowledge that this terrible event was likely and that this was the reason she was so willing to overpay to buy their remote mountain home—and why she had brought so many changes and supplies, so urgently.

      When she was finished, Elsa added, “We suspected that you were either crazy, or that you knew something we didn’t. After getting to know you, we decided that you weren’t crazy. You see, my dear, we are simple people, but that doesn’t mean we’re simple-minded.”

      Jakob chimed in as well, “We just thank God that you chose our humble home. If you hadn’t, we would not ‘a been prepared to survive up here, would we, Elsa? With no electricity and no way to get down the mountain to get supplies, it would not ‘a gone well for us. But now we got ourselves a big ole storage shed full of enough food to last at least a couple a years, a few more animals in the barn, and some extra gas tanks to boot. Not sure what we’re going to do about keeping meat cold though, with the refrigerator not working.”

      With that, Kelly chimed in, “You just remined me, Jakob, our team has a lot of work to do over the next couple of days.” Turning to Mason, Kelly said, “If you and Talib can help us mount the solar panels on the roof, I know how to connect them. The guy who brought them—even though he was late—spent several hours walking me through the instructions on how to tie them into the converter and the main circuit breaker. Once I’m done, we’ll have a limited amount of electricity. Enough to power the well pump, the refrigerator, and a few lights, and to recharge the SAT phones when needed. And as soon as we have attached the panels to the roof, you guys need to take Max back down the mountain road, along with the chainsaw and an axe, and fell a bunch of trees to block the road. I think you should start down low, near the bottom, and fell five or six trees at a time, all jumbled together across the road. And then do that at four or five places, at least, as you come back up the mountain. It might take you several days to get it all done, but it will make a formidable barrier. Anyone with a working car, motorcycle, or even bicycle will have an extremely difficult time coming up the mountain. In other words, the only way up this massive mountain will be on foot—and that will take so long and be so hard, I believe roving stragglers will just look for targets down in the valley—especially since they won’t have any reason to believe that there is anything up here.”

      Mason then said, “Before you put us all to work, perhaps we should all take a tour?”

      Jakob interjected, “That’s a good idea. I’m happy to be your guide.”

      Together with Kelly, Jakob showed everyone the barn and introduced the cows and pigs and chickens. He also showed them the field where they grew a variety of vegetables and discussed the different seasons for each. Kelly showed them the small forest immediately behind the house that, a hundred yards farther on, led to the massive, deadly cliff that she had had blocked off by a picket fence. And lastly, they toured the huge in-ground storage shed that she had contractors build into the hill beside the house. Inside it felt like a personal grocery store with a wide variety of foods, canned-meats and vegetables, beverages, wines—everything one would imagine for the prepper-on-steroids she had become in the past two weeks.

      

      At the end of the first full day on the mountain, Kelly was only half-done with her solar panel installation and Mason and Talib had only managed to fell four trees at their first roadblock near the bottom of the old mountain road. But it was a start.

      After dinner, Mason and Kelly decided to go for a walk with a glass of wine.

      “Addie, sweetie, do you want to go for a walk with Mommy and Daddy to watch the sunset?” Kelly asked.

      “Talib and Marie-Laure promised to play the Chocolate game with me,” she replied.

      “Okay. But that’s your only dessert—especially if you start to win.”

      As they walked along outside, Mason said, “If you had listened to me, we would be stuck back in Paris right now fighting for our lives. That prospect is so awful I can’t even let myself think about it. You saved us all.”

      She replied with just a hint of a smile, “Well, you know what they say, always listen to your wife.” After allowing herself a humble chuckle, she added, “Kidding aside, we still have a long way to go. But, yeah, it’s a small miracle that we’ve made it this far—and that Cohen turned out to be your half-brother and was kind enough to loop us in. And I guess Spencer gets some credit too by steering us here.”

      They walked along for a few more meters in silence, taking in the beauty of the white-peaked mountaintops surrounding them before Mason added, “How are you doing?”

      Nodding slowly for a moment as she tried to collect her thoughts before answering, she finally said, “I don’t even know really. I think I’m just still in shock at the whole thing. I don’t think that my mind has taken it in really, that this is really happening or has happened. I know it breaks my heart to think of all the families and all the children—all over Europe—and the eastern part of the US presumably—who are about to be living in terror. Not having food or clean water. Not having any way to get to a safe place. I can’t imagine the horror. I think of all our close friends in Paris who are in the same situation. What will become of them? I also think of poor Jean. My God, we just left him there on the sidewalk and drove away. Are we awful people for having done that?” Kelly stopped as she started to tear up.

      “No, honey. We’re not awful people. He was dead. There was nothing we could have done for him. The only way we would have been awful is if we had risked our sweet daughter’s life by staying in Paris one second longer than we had to. We did what we had to do, and you know it. Go easy on yourself, on us. We didn’t set off this fucking EMP thing. We’re just trying to survive it.”

      They walked a little farther, arm in arm, before Kelly said, “Changing the subject to something no less disturbing, I have something I need to talk with you about.”

      Stopping and turning to face her, Mason said, “Okay.”

      “Yesterday was so insane, going from one extreme of a beautiful children’s party, to fighting for our lives in front of the apartment, to immediately jumping in the car to race up here, I really didn’t have time to think about anything. But on the long ride last night, something finally dawned on me, and it’s, well, it’s pretty scary.”

      “Okay. You have my attention. Go on.”

      “Before you came outside yesterday, when the big gorilla dude, Jorgo, came up to me, he said something that I can’t get out of my mind. He said some gross horny shit about my being pretty, but then he said, ‘I came for the girl but maybe I’ll take you instead,’ —or words to that effect. But he specifically said ‘instead’—he did not say ‘as well.’ I don’t think that was an accident. I think that’s exactly what he meant.”

      “Okay. And so . . .”

      “So, that means we know for sure now what game they are playing. Extortion. At first, we questioned whether they maybe wanted Addie for somebody else’s child or some pedophile ring. But if he was willing to take me instead of her, that only leaves extortion.”

      “If you’re positive he said ‘instead’ then, yeah. I think you’re right.”

      “So that only means one thing. Someone knows about the gold. And you have to face it. It’s not the same as saying, we’re just rich and there are lots of rich people to extort. It’s like saying we’re rich and we keep all our wealth in cash. That’s how they see gold—like cash. That’s way more attractive to mafia thugs than someone who has to go to JP Morgan to cash in a bunch of treasury bills, or sell real estate to get money.”

      Mason replied, “Okay. I think you’re right. But I’m still struggling with them knowing about our gold, because I can’t think of anyone, anywhere, anytime who we have told about it. So how could they know? Who could have told them? Who could have or would have betrayed us to these monsters?”

      “So, now we’re at the scary part. You’re right. We never came out and told anyone. Which is why I was racking my brain about this last night for hours on the drive up here. And then it came to me. There are two people who found out about the gold—quite by accident—but they found out just the same.”

      “Who?!”

      “They’re playing with our daughter right now, inside at the kitchen table.”
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      “What are you trying to say? Talib and Marie-Laure our closest friends. There is no way they are involved in this thing. You can’t possibly believe that.” Mason said with a look of irritation on his face.

      “I didn’t accuse them of being involved. I only said that we have to face the fact that they probably know about the gold. I don’t know where it leads from there.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “I told you about it at the time, but you may not have been listening. One Saturday evening about two years ago, I was having a drink with Marie-Laure in the living room, while you and Talib were grilling on the terrace, and Addie was playing with little Sophie, whose mom was late in coming to pick her up. The girls were running all over the house and I was having trouble tracking what they were up to, when suddenly Addie came into the living room with that single gold coin that you keep as a memento in your sock drawer. She said, ‘Look what we found!’ I took it from her and scolded her, gently, for having gone into your drawers. But I didn’t want to overdo it in front of Marie-Laure to make a big deal out of it—or more important, to let on that the coin was real. When I told you about it later that night you dismissed it saying the coin was indistinguishable from a cheap souvenir that could have been bought anywhere.”

      “And so, you think from that brief glimpse at one shiny thing Addie found, that Marie-Laure knew somehow that we have a bunch of gold? That’s a bit of a reach, isn’t it, honey?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. One, you know how Marie-Laure is naturally nosy. And two, it’s a pretty unique coin. I disagree that it looks like a cheap souvenir. It looks like real gold and has a unique design on it. Anyway, I don’t know for sure. But what I do know is that it’s the only time anyone, anywhere could have tied us to possibly having a bunch of gold.”

      “I don’t know what to say. I guess there is a chance you’re right, that she knows, or more likely guesses something. But I don’t know how you jump from that to mafia extortion. I mean, they seem to be financially secure. I know Talib makes a ton of money at Quintille. I just don’t believe they could possibly have anything to do with this.”

      “I’m not accusing them. But she’s the only person I can think of who could, or I’ll say, likely knows.”

      “Okay. Hypothetically speaking, let’s say you’re right. What do we do about it now?”

      Kelly just shrugged, shook her head, and looked off into the distance.

      

      By the end of the first week everyone was settling into life on the mountain. Kelly had finished connecting the solar panels, so the fridge, the lights, and the electric well pump all worked again. Mason and Talib had created six roadblocks up the mountain with felled trees, and Elsa had created a rotating schedule for every adult regarding who would help Jakob with the chores each morning, including feeding the animals, and cleaning the stalls in the barn. Kelly and Elsa took turns home-schooling Addie, which she was already accustomed to doing with Petra. Thankfully, Kelly had packed her lesson plans and books for the current and coming school year.

      The one setback was that the satellite phones didn’t work. In what had become a daily ritual, Kelly would ask Mason at breakfast, “Can you try again?”

      He would unwrap the phones from their aluminum foil and bubble wrap, stand outside the side door to the kitchen, with an unobstructed line of site to the satellites in the sky, and power them on. His daily response was the same: “Still not working. I’m getting a signal but when I try to place a call, it says ‘user not recognized’ on the display. Somewhere here on earth, there is some kind of server required for this that is currently down. Let’s hope someone gets it back online.”

      And then one day, about halfway through their second week on the mountain, Mason went through the same ritual and the phone suddenly worked. “Hey, hey! We are in business! The phone authenticated me!”

      Cries of “Hooray!” and “Alright!” came from the kitchen as everyone ran out into the side yard to see the phone and pat him on the back.

      “Who should I call first? I want to call my brother in Austin. My mom and my sister and her family are all visiting. And I bet they’re worried about us.”

      As Mason started to dial the number, Kelly said, “Wait, honey. It’s one thirty in the morning in Austin right now. Wait til this afternoon at least, so it’s morning time there.”

      “They don’t mind if I wake them up. They’re just going to be happy we’re okay.”

      “You’re right—but they’re not going to be able to go back to sleep after your call, they’re going to be too excited. There is no reason not to wait a few hours. Besides, it’s not like they’re worrying about us right now. They’re asleep!”

      “Okay. Party pooper. Then let’s call Spencer and see what kind of intel he has on what’s going on in the rest of the world. Do you have his SAT phone number?”

      “I do,” Kelly said. “Let me get it.”

      Mason keyed in the number, but it went straight to voicemail. He left a message confirming where they were, along with their SAT phone numbers so Spencer could call them back.

      

      That evening, Spencer called Mason’s phone.

      “Hey there, stranger!” Mason said. “So great to hear your voice! I take it you guys made it to Cumbria okay?”

      “We did, mate. We did. And right back at you. Everyone okay there?”

      “Yes. We’re all fine. We brought our best friends with us, our neighbors Talib and Marie-Laure. But Kelly, Addie, and I are all up here on the mountaintop with our new housemates, Jakob and Elsa Wenger. Hey, thank you for all your helpful advice to Kelly as she was searching for this place and setting it up. Really, no kidding. You’re a life saver.”

      “Don’t mention it. I’m just glad you’re all okay,” Spencer replied.

      “What news from the outside world?”

      “Other than a bit of spotty news from the US, I only have solid intel on the UK, as that’s where the PM has us focused. I don’t know a lot about other countries in Europe, but I assume they’re in a similar position. It’s a mixed bag, really. On the good-news front, many of the smaller towns are doing better than we had expected. A higher percentage of the population there have guns, so they have been able to organize themselves and keep order, as well as to hunt game in the surrounding countryside and share food. They’re equipped to cut trees for firewood and boil water from local freshwater lakes for people to drink. And local farmers are being quite generous with crops and livestock in the communities near their farms where people can walk or bike to.”

      “Well, that’s great to hear. A bit of good news amongst the madness.”

      “Indeed. However, in London and the other major cities, things are bad, very bad really. It has been ten days now, so people are reaching maximum desperation. The water still flows from the tap but it has not been purified so it’s making people sick. No electricity or gas is flowing in homes to boil it. And most cupboards are already bare. Supermarket shelves were completely empty by the second day. And there is no law or order of any kind, with one exception—the core area around Whitehall and Westminster is locked down by the army, as they had hardened comms gear and a good bit of their equipment still works. But they are limited in numbers as many soldiers deserted to try to protect their families. Same goes for almost the entire police force in major cities. It is an understatement to say that looting is widespread. It’s total. Every retail shop in every large city in England has been cleaned out or destroyed. And gangs of hoodlums already own their own fiefdoms all over town. The raping and murdering, it . . . well . . . it beggars the imagination,” Spencer said, his voice trailing to a whisper at the end.

      “Let’s hope the military is able to grow its span of control, even if only a little each day, until order can be restored. You said you were able to gather some info from the US?”

      “Yes. It’s much the same, only a bit worse in the major East Coast cities. As you know, much of the infrastructure you yanks have has not been updated since the 1960s. So almost nothing works anywhere from DC to Boston. And because you have such a high concentration of guns, even in your cities, apparently, it’s one giant war zone along the Eastern Seaboard. The comms gear at the NSA and Langley held up pretty well, but many of the military installations that were supposed to be hardened had not kept things up to date, so the response thus far by the army has been quite limited, as they just don’t have the level of working gear they had anticipated in this scenario, and desertion has been an issue there too for locals. That said, there is optimism that the US will recover more quickly than Europe because everything from the Midwest to the West Coast was untouched. So, reinforcements and supplies are pouring into the East.”

      “Well, that’s at least one bright piece of news in that nightmare report,” Mason said.

      “I’m not quite finished. There are two other bits that have us worried. Um, the first is that no one has seen or heard from VP Harris since the blast. She was giving a speech at an event in Philadelphia at the time of the detonation. The secret service lost comms with their team at the event, and no one has had any word from any of them since. So that is worrying on a number of levels. The other bit is, I’m afraid, worse still. It seems there has been a great deal of in-fighting in the Biden cabinet regarding how to respond to Putin’s EMP. Some want to respond in-kind with EMPs against Russia. Some want to declare war and send in conventional troops—although that will take quite some time to plan and mobilize given the circumstances. And others, the Hawks, are adamant that Biden needs to nuke Moscow to make an example of them for this aggression—and thus remove Russia as a threat for the foreseeable future, so the US can focus on the conflict in Israel and on defending against China.”

      “Wow. If we do that, then Russia is sure to escalate and nuke us back, no?” Mason suggested.

      “I’m afraid that is the most likely scenario according to all our intel and modeling. We think the US is trying to come up with a creative way to deliver the nuke that will leave plausible deniability.”

      “Do you have any idea which faction is currently winning the debate?”

      “Everything we’re hearing is that one group is dominant over the others. The Hawks.”
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      Ten days earlier

      

      Jorgo’s cousin Adis sped through every red light on rue Cortambert while Jorgo continued to bleed profusely all over the front seat of the car.

      “Faster, motherfucker! I’m bleeding to fucking death here!” Jorgo screamed.

      Their other friend, Melos, was in the back seat nursing his own wounds, whining, “I can’t feel my arm! The fucker stabbed me in my fucking armpit. I think he severed some tendon or some shit. I can’t even move it.”

      Jorgo replied, “Fuck your arm, pussy! I’m about to fucking die. I’ll tell you what. That fucking bitch and her entire family are dead! So fucking dead!” Turning to Adis, he yelled, “Run the light. Run it! Run it!”

      Two minutes later Adis launched the car up on the curb in front of the hospital, and ran into the emergency entrance screaming, “I need a doctor! A man’s been shot and is bleeding to death! Hurry!”

      From behind every curtain and corner of the hospital within earshot, doctors and nurses came running. Two of them grabbed a stretcher and together they loaded Jorgo onto it while one of the male doctors applied pressure to the wounds in his crotch, as he screamed in pain.

      They had just arrived at the doorway to an operating room when the lights went out. Jorgo yelled, “What the fuck?!”

      One of the doctors replied, “It’s okay. The backup lights will come on right away.”

      But the backup lights did not come on.

      Everyone stopped for a moment and looked at each other in confusion. No one had ever seen a scenario where the emergency generator did not kick in and provide basic electricity.

      Finally, the senior attending physician yelled at the others, “Forget the lights! We don’t need them. We have to stop the hemorrhaging now! Slide the gurney over to the window. We can use the sunlight from outside. Get his pants off! Jean-Pierre, scrub in! Céline, get me two liters of O-positive blood—stat! Let’s go, people. Let’s go!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mason. Your five minutes are up. Get your lazy butt outta that shower. I want to take mine before dinner,” yelled Kelly through the door to the bathroom.

      Because the hot water heater was gas-powered, they all agreed to only take showers every other day, and to limit shower time to five minutes. And to lessen the strain on their limited electricity from the solar panels they agreed to use candles after dark, rather than lights. Addie particularly enjoyed having story time by candlelight.

      They had been on the mountain for two weeks and everyone was starting to settle into a routine, even with respect to when and how they ate, taking all their meals together as a group. At dinner time, after saying grace, each person, in turn, would talk about their day. On this particular evening, there was a slight tension in the air. Earlier that day Talib and Marie-Laure had been arguing up in their room. When they came to the dinner table, they were both quieter than normal. At one point Marie-Laure reached over to gently touch Talib on the shoulder in a conciliatory gesture. But he immediately pushed her hand away.

      Pretending not to notice, Jakob said, “Tomorrow we should cut some more trees for firewood. Winter is coming soon, and you will be surprised at how much wood we burn up here. That old wood stove in the living room can really go through it. Normally I would get a couple of cords delivered from the Müller brothers over in Martigny. That’s just enough to fill both of those racks by the back door. So far, we’ve only filled about half a rack. So we got a lot more cutting to do.”

      Mason added, “Talib was willing to keep cutting more yesterday, but I’m the one who called it quits. The air is so thin at this altitude, I’m still not used to it. I feel like I get tired in minutes when we’re working. And I’m thirsty all the time. Weird how it affects me that way.” To keep the distracting dialogue going, Mason added dramatically, “On another note, I had a bit of a breakthrough today.” He left his statement hanging in the air, waiting for someone to ask him to continue. Kelly just shook her head, smiling.

      Finally, Addie asked, “What was it, Daddy?”

      “Well, because you asked . . .” he said. “After several days of tinkering with it, I finally got my SAT phone to tether to my MacBook so I can get on the internet, or what’s left of it. The connection is incredibly slow. But at least it’s a source of info. The one thing that scares me is I’m not sure how much I can trust the news—now more than ever. I think there is more rumor than truth floating around disguised as news. So we all need to be careful about what we believe until something is validated over time or with multiple sources.”

      “What makes you say that?” Kelly asked.

      “Well, the news I read today said that something big has happened in Washington in the last day or two. I have seen several very different stories about what it could be, so I won’t further spread the rumors until we know more. But after dinner I’ll step outside again with my phone and Mac and see if there is any more clarity.”

      Kelly objected, saying, “Wait, you can’t just drop that on us and then say you’re not telling us what the rumors are. At least give us an idea of what people are saying has happened.”

      “Fair enough. They are saying that something has happened to President Biden.”

      

      After dinner Talib went upstairs without speaking. Everyone else helped clean up and then went into the living room by the fire, while Mason went outside with his SAT phone and Mac. Earlier in the week, Marie-Laure had commented on a quilt that Elsa had made herself. Elsa had responded by offering to teach her how to knit. She was showing Marie-Laure the basic knitting movements, while Kelly was practicing English verbs with Addie when Mason came back in with news.

      “Well, I think it’s official.”

      Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked up at him with anticipation.

      Continuing, he said, “Something has definitely happened to Biden.”

      “Is he dead?” Kelly asked.

      “I don’t think so. At least I haven’t read that. The one thing everyone agrees on is that he’s in a coma. Some say he fell down the stairs and hit his head, which caused a stroke. Others are just saying that he had a stroke. And some who are more prone to hyperbole are saying it was a coup. But any way you slice it, he’s no longer president.”

      Jakob then asked, “Well, who on earth is the president now if he’s not?”

      “It’s Mike Johnson, the Speaker of the House of Representatives. By the constitution if both the president and the vice president are incapacitated or dead, the next official in the line of succession to the presidency is the Speaker of the House. Tragically, it seems everyone assumes that the VP has been killed, having heard nothing from her or her secret service detail for two weeks.”

      Jakob asked, “But isn’t this ‘Speaker’ gentleman from the other party—the Republicans?”

      “He is, Jakob. Yes, he is. That’s probably why some are spreading the coup rumor. But I think most people from either party are just happy to have a president right now, given that the world is on the brink of war—or at war if you consider that Israel is in full conflict with Hamas, Hezbollah, and Iran—and that Russia just set off two EMPs. And not having either a president or a VP is a very dangerous situation to be in at a time like this.”

      Kelly added, “How do you know that this isn’t just more rumors and lies?”

      “Because all the news agencies are showing photographs of Johnson being sworn in by Chief Justice John Roberts, in the oval office.”

      Kelly then asked, “How do you think it will affect America’s reaction to Russia setting off the EMPs, now that Johnson is president?”

      “I have no idea, honey.”

      Just then, Addie said, “Mommy, my stomach hurts and my arm is really itchy.”
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      Two days after Mason saw the news about President Johnson being sworn in, Spencer called early on the SAT phone, which they kept on the windowsill in the kitchen.

      “Hello,” Kelly said.

      “Hello, Kelly. Top of the morning to you,” came the reply.

      “Hi, Spencer. Great to hear your voice. How are things?”

      “You know I would say ‘It’s a cracking great day!’ if I could. But I can’t. The truth is, it’s another bloody scary-as-hell day. But I didn’t call to whine. Is Mason there? I’d like to talk to you both if I may.”

      “He’s not, I’m afraid. He and Talib left early to go cut down more trees for firewood.”

      “Bugger. It will be easier to speak to you both at the same time rather than have multiple calls.”

      “Well, if you can wait ten minutes, I’ll just walk over to where they’re working and call you back. It’s only a quarter of a mile from here over at the edge of the forest.”

      “Ah. That would be lovely. Cheers.”

      “Okay. Speak to you shortly.”

      “Kelly, wait one sec. Are you still there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you where you can speak privately?”

      “I am. I’m walking in the yard, alone.”

      “Good. I know it’s none of my business, but I would like to ask, if I may, how well do you know your two friends that you brought from Paris with you? I mean, what can you tell me about them? Sorry to have to ask.”

      “No need to apologize. I know the drill. Talib was born in Lebanon but raised in Paris. He’s a Lebanese Christian. His family are well to do. I think they are involved in the oil industry. He went to HEC and then Insead. Marie-Laure is 100 percent French as far back as she can trace her ancestors, which is several centuries. She went to the Sorbonne and then Insead, which is where they met. She does part-time charity work. He works at Quintille Capital, a private equity firm in Paris, doing M&A work, and makes a very good living. They are both super kind people with no political leanings or affiliations that we know of. She cares more about titles and status than is probably good for her, but so do half the women I know, so that’s no crime.”

      “So, you completely trust them, yes?”

      Kelly hesitated for about one full second, before saying, “Yeah, um . . . yes. Yes, we do. I mean, we let them babysit Addie. You can’t get much more trust than that.”

      Spencer was silent for several seconds before responding, “We’ve known each other too long. Why the tiny bit of hesitation there?”

      “It’s nothing, really. Something that happened recently has given me the tiniest little question mark, but it has nothing to do with politics or governments. I’m certain it’s nothing. It’s a personal thing. I can’t really talk about it right now—on this line—because I don’t trust that these SAT phones are secure. But I should not have hesitated. They’re good to go.

      “Okay. Trusting your judgment on that.”

      “Why are you asking?” Kelly added.

      “Call me back when you and Mason are together.”

      

      Kelly walked across the large field to where Talib and Mason were cutting trees. She waited patiently at a distance until the tall one they were working on had come down and the chainsaw noise had momentarily stopped.

      “Hey, guys.”

      “Oh. Hey, hon. What brings you over here? Everything okay?”

      “Sure. Everything’s great. Talib, do you mind if I steal Mason from you for just a few minutes?”

      “Not a problem. I could use the break,” Talib replied.

      As Mason and Kelly walked out into the field, far enough to not be overheard, she said, “Spencer just called. He said he needs to talk to both of us at the same time. We’re supposed to call him back once we’re together.”

      “Okay. Any idea what he wants?”

      “No. But he did ask me how well we trusted Talib and Marie-Laure.”

      “Hmmm. Did he say the call was about them?”

      “No. Not at all. I think he just wants to know if we can trust them.”

      “Ugh. There is only one reason he would care about that. He wants us to do something.”

      “You think? I don’t think so. He knows we are out,” she said.

      “And we’re staying out—right? I mean, before we even call him back can we agree that, now more than ever, we are not getting dragged back into any of his bullshit. We are out—right?”

      “Agreed. We’re out.”

      “Okay. Dial him up.”

      

      “Hello.”

      “Spencer. Mason and Kelly here. We have you on speakerphone.”

      “Hello, guys. Forgive me for intruding on your lovely Swiss hideaway.”

      “Not at all. What can we do for you?” Mason asked.

      “Have you managed to tether to your SAT phone to get online?”

      “Yes. In a primitive way, but yes. Why?

      “So you saw the news about Biden being in a coma and Johnson replacing him?”

      “We did. Do you think that news is accurate? I mean, is there a back story to that?”

      “If there is then we don’t know it. I think it just is what it is.”

      “Okay.”

      “Here’s where things are at, and this stays strictly between us—as if you were still on the inside. Okay? No sharing this with family, with your friends there on the mountain. No one. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” they both said.

      “The Hawks in DC look set to win the day. Johnson is being swayed by them, according to our sources. The most powerful players on both sides of the aisle want him to release a retaliatory nuclear attack to destroy Moscow. But they want it to be done in a covert manner so it’s not provable that the US pulled the trigger. The aim is to kill Putin but also to hamstring Russia so badly that the US and NATO won’t have to worry about them for the next fifty years. But Johnson is not rushing into it. His view is that Putin has to go, as in die. To him that’s job number one. And if no one can bring him a plan to get rid of just Putin, then he’s going to pull the trigger on nuking Moscow.”

      Kelly asked, “But how can they be sure that Putin, or his successor, won’t launch a full-scale nuclear counterattack? I mean, I’ve read for years that the guy sleeps in a concrete bunker at night. Who can guarantee that a nuke strike would take him out?”

      “They can’t. It’s a pipe dream. The ‘assassination by an outsider’ approach is almost impossible. But there is another way that is gaining favor in Europe. Have you heard the name Maxim Pavlushov?”

      Mason replied, “Yeah. He’s that popular billionaire Labor leader that Putin tried to assassinate a few years ago but failed. Whatever happened to him? He just disappeared. Some people said he was dead.”

      “Oh, he’s very much alive. We know that for a fact. One just never knows where he is. He has at least a dozen properties around the world that he owns through various shell companies, and he rotates his time between them, always accompanied by a couple dozen former special forces commandoes who are fanatically loyal to him. We never knew where he was even before all this happened. Imagine how hard it is to find him now that our eyes and ears are much more limited.”

      Kelly asked, “Why the interest in knowing where he is?”

      “Ah, yes. I was coming to that. MI6, and others here in Europe, have sources on the inside at the Kremlin, at the highest levels. And all of our intel confirms that both Putin’s cabinet and the army would accept Pavlushov as president—if he would agree to it. He’s very popular with the masses. And the army has been decimated by the war in the Ukraine, as has public morale. In short, it’s the only plausible alternative to nuking Moscow. The problem is, there is no way to broker a deal if we can’t find him and talk to him.”

      Mason said, “Why can’t people he knows in the Kremlin let him know about it?”

      “Every channel of communication is being monitored by the FSB in Russia. You’ve seen the evidence. Oligarchs, whose only crime was privately mentioning to their mistresses by mobile phone that they are tired of the war in Ukraine, are mysteriously committing suicide almost weekly. No one in Russia would dare try to contact Pavlushov, as long as Putin is in charge. It’s also the reason he moves house very few weeks because he knows he can’t trust anyone enough to even let them know where he is. But through our covert assets in the Kremlin, and our secure comms channels, we believe we could broker such a coup, if we could just speak to Pavlushov and be sure that he would be on board with it. He was willing to offer himself as an alternative to Putin four years ago, before Putin tried to kill him. Maybe he’d still be willing to be that alternative if there was a clear plan to overthrow Putin—and one that would save Moscow from destruction at the same time.”

      After a few seconds of letting all that sink in, Mason said, “Okay. That all makes sense. Now I guess comes the big question. Why did you call to share this with us?”

      “Right. Well, now before I tell you, I’d like to respectfully ask you, Mason, to control that famous temper of yours. Okay? Please just hear me out. It just so happens, we believe—we’re not sure—but we think that Pavlushov may be the owner of that palatial mansion about a mile and a half down the road from where you are right now.”

      Kelly’s eyes opened wide in surprise, at the same time that Mason’s face flushed red with anger. Mason said, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me! Spencer—how could you? Here we thought you were helping us out as a friend, and the whole time you were fucking setting us up—after all we’ve been through these past few weeks—for another one of your fucking spy games. I’m not having this conversation. I’ve got trees to cut down and firewood to chop. Honey, you deal with this asshole!” And with that, Mason stormed off back to his chainsaw.

      Spencer said, “Kelly, are you still there?”

      “I am, Spencer.”

      “I’m so sorry. I really was trying to help you guys. And I promise you I’m not trying to recruit you again. What we need is really simple. We just need someone to walk down the road and look at the house to see if anyone is there. Lights on, guards out front, any sign of it being inhabited. That’s all. I mean, there is probably a caretaker, so one light on won’t signify anything. But if there are guards stationed in the forest around the estate then you’ll know he’s there. That’s all we want to know. Nothing more—I swear. One of you could ride a bike past it. Anything. Pavlushov is too smart to lounge around outside during the day. He always moves at night. And his guards are trained to not disturb things that would appear different in satellite photos the next day. So the only way to really tell is for someone to walk by. That’s all we’re asking. Can you talk to Mason and see if one of you would do that for us? There is a lot at stake here. This is bigger than any of us.”

      “Of course, we get that. I just wish you had been straight with me from the beginning before you directed us here.”

      “Would you have still gone?”

      

      Later that evening, after everyone else in the house had gone to bed, Marie-Laure and Kelly were still awake, sitting by the fire in the living room. Kelly had decided to join Marie-Laure in letting Elsa teach her how to knit. They were each working on their own small blanket as practice.

      Just as they were finishing and putting away the knitting needles, Kelly said to Marie-Laure, “We couldn’t help but notice that you and Talib were having a bit of a disagreement the other day. Is everything okay with you guys now?”

      “Yeah. I think we’re okay. Not great. But better.”

      “That’s good. You know, if you ever need to talk, I’m here for you,” Kelly said.

      “I know. And it means the world to me.”

      Kelly nodded, gave Marie-Laure a kiss on each cheek, and turned to go to bed. But before she could turn away, Marie-Laure gently grabbed her arm, saying, “Can we sit for just one more minute?”

      With a look of genuine empathy on her face, Kelly replied, “Of course.”

      They sat side by side on the sofa for what seemed a long time as Marie-Laure just nodded slowly with a nervous smile while she gathered her words. Finally, she took Kelly’s hand in both of hers, looked her in the eyes, and said, “I’m pregnant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Across the Atlantic, halfway between Washington, DC, and Baltimore, Maryland, is the little-known military base of Fort Meade. Named for a union general in the Civil War, it is the home of the National Security Agency. Commuters heading to and from Washington each day on interstate 295 drive past fields and fields of satellite dishes, surrounded by barbed-wire fences, and seldom ask themselves what they are used for.

      On this day, in an underground bunker near one such field of satellite dishes, a junior officer was playing back a recording of the call that Mason and Kelly had just finished having with Spencer Hughes-Smyth. After listening to the call a second time he rang for his supervisor.

      “What is it, son?” the supervisor asked as he arrived at the young man’s cubicle.

      “This SAT call was flagged by the computer for multiple key words. I’ve listened to it twice. I think you should hear it, sir.”

      Putting on the headset, the officer nodded for the young man to press play.

      After listening to just the first minute of the call he removed the headset and said, “Yeah. You need to forward that to me right away. Good work.”

      Back at his own desk the officer listened to the full recording and then loaded the file to a secure message courier channel on his computer. He only needed to type the first few letters for the software to auto-fill the remainder of the address: “Red Flag, Operations Division, CIA HQ.” He marked it “Top Secret,” and in the body of the message wrote, “SAT phone recording between Spencer Hughes-Smyth (MI6) and phone belonging to a Mason Wright (currently located somewhere in Valais canton of Switzerland).” After noting the date and time of the call, the man pressed send.

      The following morning, as Jeff Green, Deputy Director of Operations at CIA, was wrapping up the daily briefing with his team, one of his junior associates said, “Uh, sir, if I may, we do have one final order of business. There are three new calls from yesterday sent over from NSA that my team believes are worthy of attention.”

      “Are they long or short?”

      “Um, two long and one short,” the man replied.

      “Okay. Play us the short one and just give us the exec summary of the long ones.”

      “Roger that, sir. This is the short one. It was recorded yesterday at around 0200 East Coast time. We believe it’s a satellite phone call between Spencer Hughes-Smyth of MI6 and a couple named Mason and Kelly Wright, who are currently somewhere in southeast Switzerland.”

      “Oh shit,” said Jeff.

      “Sorry, sir?” came the reply.

      “I know them. All of them. Play it. Just play it.”

      As the recording got to the section about Pavlushov, Jeff yelled out, “Spencer, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?! God damnit, I know he’s gonna fuck this up!”

      Turning to the rest of the team, Jeff said, “We’re done for now.” Pointing at the young associate, Jeff said, “You. In my office.”

      As the two walked into his office, Jeff said, “Close the door behind you and play me the rest of that call.”

      When the recording was finished, Jeff said, “Listen up. Tell the boys at NSA that I want to hear the recordings of every fucking call that comes from Spencer’s SAT phone, and I mean every one. If he calls his fucking grandmother, I want to hear it. And the same goes for pretty boy in Switzerland and his hot little jujitsu wife.”

      “Sorry, sir? I didn’t quite follow that last part.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just make sure I get the recordings of every call to anyone, anywhere from either of those phones. Tell NSA this is a level-one directive—personally from me.”

      “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.” Turning to leave the young man paused and said, “If I may, sir, ask one final question?”

      “Yes?”

      “Um, Mr. Hughes-Smyth, he works for MI6 in the UK, correct?”

      “That’s right . . . and?”

      “Well, sir, forgive my asking this but, aren’t the English our allies? I mean, do they know we’re listening to their calls?” the young man nervously asked.

      “Good lord. Are you for real? Do you even know what we do here, boy!? Get the fuck out of my office. And if you ever ask an idiotic question like that again you’ll be looking for a new job.”
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      Two days later Spencer called again, at about the same time. Again, Kelly answered.

      “Good morning, Spencer,” she said as she answered the phone.

      “Kelly. How are you this morning?”

      “Fine, thanks. Mason is not here, just me again. His woodchopping chore is taking longer than anyone expected. But I think they’re getting the hang of it now.”

      “Listen, I won’t keep you. But I did want to update you on that issue I requested a couple of days ago. Most of the NATO leaders we’ve managed to communicate with are on board with making the offer to Pavlushov, if he can be found. But we don’t have everyone on board yet.”

      “Do you need unanimity to make the offer?”

      “No, not at all. It’s just that the main nation that has not yet agreed is the US.”

      “Ah. I get it now.”

      “Yeah. It’s an incredibly precarious situation. We are getting totally divergent viewpoints depending on who we talk to. We are told that the key leaders in Congress want to give the Pavlushov strategy time to play out.”

      “That makes sense. Who wouldn’t support that?”

      “It’s not that simple. There is a case to be made that too long a delay shows weakness and might embolden Putin to strike again. The intelligence community and the military want to nuke Moscow right away, both as a warning to others, like China, and to remove Russia from the game.”

      “Where is the president in all this?”

      “He has not made up his mind yet. It’s top secret, but he has set a deadline of ten days from now, so a week from this coming Friday, to give the Europeans time to find Pavlushov and convince him. It also gives him time to position more of our military forces, especially the Navy in the Baltic and the Black Sea. But apparently the ten-day deadline is firm. Everything will be in position then. So, if we don’t have Pavlushov, and an agreed-upon deal, he’s planning to nuke Moscow.”

      Kelly asked, “Can’t MI6 or the NSA just monitor SAT phone calls and figure out where he’s at? It seems everyone is listening to everyone else—at least amongst the most advanced nations, aren’t they?”

      “To a degree, yes. The problem is the FSB in Russia does the same thing, and Pavlushov knows it. So, if he has a SAT phone, which would shock me if he doesn’t, he never turns it on—as he knows it could be used to find him.”

      Kelly did not reply but simply sat in silence.

      “Are you still there?” Spencer asked.

      “I am.”

      “You do see our predicament, don’t you? Given the stakes and this new urgency, can’t you talk to Mason about just having someone walk by and have a peek?”

      “Why can’t you guys fly a helicopter or drone up here? Or get the French to send a team?”

      “First, we have so few working aircraft, everything we have is dedicated to moving troops and supplies in the relief effort. At no time in our history as a nation have we been this desperate. Hours and minutes matter in terms of saving lives, with fresh water, food, and quelling the marauding hordes who are raping and destroying anything they can get their hands on. The PM will not authorize any aircraft to leave UK airspace right now. The French are in worse shape than us. So I’m afraid that saving Moscow is a goal, but not a priority relative to saving our own citizens right now. The second reason is that even if we had the spare aircraft, if Pavluschov’s soldiers spotted any drone, aircraft, or men in their vicinity they would almost certainly fire on them, and then flee to another villa, for fear their whereabouts had been discovered. We think the only possible path is for a lone individual to happen by.”

      “Yeah, and what if they are over there, and they decide to shoot even a lone individual because they’re not taking any chances? Can you guarantee us that won’t happen?”

      “I cannot. I think it’s unlikely, but of course, I cannot guarantee it.” After waiting for a few moments to see if Kelly was going to say anything else, Spencer added, “We only have ten days to find this guy and figure out how to talk to him once we do. Please talk to Mason and just think about it. Okay. Can you please do that?”

      Kelly replied, “I gotta go.”
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      That night, Kelly told Mason about the call from Spencer.

      He listened thoughtfully before replying, “I understand where he’s coming from. The thing that pisses me off about it is that he didn’t bring us into his confidence, didn’t give us a choice. Damnit, we have a daughter to take care of. Have we not been through enough from his fucking spy shit?”

      Kelly remained silent.

      “The flip side, of course, that we have to ask ourselves is, are we willing to live with it on our conscience for the rest of our lives—if we could have done something but didn’t.”

      “What do you mean?” she said.

      “If we could have helped prevent millions of innocent Russian people from being vaporized, and maybe millions of Americans if they counterattack, but did nothing.”

      Kelly said, “I didn’t think about that.” They both let that idea hang in the air for a while before Kelly added, “But still, I don’t think there is any way to get close enough to that mansion to see if soldiers are stationed in the woods without risking that they can see you back. And if they can see you back, I think there is a real chance that they might shoot you, or whoever it was, to keep Pavlushov’s location a secret.”

      “There may be another way. Yeah. I think there is another way.”

      “What?”

      “The road. We’ve blocked the road in five or six places. I can take a shortcut through the woods down the mountain on foot without coming anywhere near that compound to check on the road and see if it’s still blocked. The other two small huts up here aren’t even inhabited right now as far as I can tell. So, if the road remains blocked, there is no way that Pavlushov and his multi-vehicle convoy of soldiers could possibly be at that mansion. But if it has been unblocked, then it’s a near certainty the people that unblocked it are at his house.”

      Nodding her head with just the tiniest of smiles on her face, Kelly said, “You know, you’re not just another pretty face. Occasionally you have a good idea in that handsome head of yours.”

      

      The next afternoon, Mason and Talib were driving home across the field in Max, loaded down with freshly cut firewood, when they saw Kelly waving at them in the yard. She was holding the SAT phone.

      “Phone call for you,” Kelly said.

      “Is it Spencer?”

      “No. It’s Jeff Green at Langley.”

      Mason whispered to her, “That’s bizarre. I wonder what the hell he wants. Have you talked to Spencer today?”

      She shook her head, indicating a definitive no.

      Mason took the phone, saying, “Jeff. What a surprise to hear from you. Did you get our SAT number from Spencer?”

      “Hello, Mason. Uh, no. I haven’t spoken to Spencer in a while. Sorry. You know the drill.”

      With a touch of sarcasm in his voice, Mason replied, “Uh-huh.”

      “Listen, Mason. I’m just calling you as a courtesy, because you and I know each other from that nasty business with the Baron a few years ago. I know you’re a patriot and that you try to do the right thing. I just want to emphasize, in the strongest possible way, that you are doing the right thing by staying out of this business that Spencer is trying to drag you into.”

      Continuing with his sarcastic tone, Mason replied, “Well, thank you, Jeff. I appreciate your concern for our welfare.”

      “I get the sarcasm. But I’m just being straight with you. I’m giving you the heads-up that the US government’s official position is that there is no Pavlushov option. And if you were to try to aid a foreign government in pursuing a course that is in direct conflict with the US government’s position on this matter, well, let’s just say that we are living in a very unique moment in history. Mason, there are people back here that are prepared to do anything necessary to prevent interference in what we, the USA, are trying to accomplish right now. I would really hate to see you or your family negatively impacted by letting yourself get drawn into things that are beyond your knowledge or your business. To avoid any ambiguity, I’m giving you this courtesy call to say—stay out of this.”

      “Well, Jeff, I am grateful for your concern for our welfare. And I mean that. And I appreciate that you consider me a patriot, because I like to think I am as well. However, with respect, I’m not convinced that you represent the US government right now. Like you said, these are extraordinary times. And my understanding is that there are two competing schools of thought, and that President Johnson has not made up his mind, but is still seeking options. We have not made up our minds yet as to whether or not we’re going to assist MI6 in finding Pavlushov. But from where we sit, if we were to do so, we would view it as assisting the president of the United States in generating an alternative to the deaths of millions of innocent people. And we would not consider it treasonous or in conflict with stated US policy, as you put it.”

      Beginning to lose his cool now, Jeff replied, “Really, Mason? Are you joking? You live on a fucking mountaintop in Europe and you’re going to try to tell me that you know better what the US policy is than the deputy director of operations for the CIA? Think about how preposterous and arrogant that statement is.”

      “Jeff, if you can put me on the phone with Johnson then I will follow whatever he says. But short of that, especially right now, when no one knows who is and is not in charge or who represents what faction, I’m going to use my own judgment.”

      “Mason, I called you as a friend. No matter what you think of me, or of yourself, I’ve told you the truth. There are people back here that will not tolerate anyone, and I mean anyone, getting in the way of something this important to the long-term survival of our nation. If you stick your nose where it doesn’t belong in this matter, you are putting yourself and your family at risk. Full stop. I don’t know how to make it any clearer for you. Get over yourself. Stop playing the fucking hero and stand down. That’s all I called to tell you. Do with it what you will. Goodbye.”
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      “Hey, guys, do you hear that? Thor is barking outside. Maybe something is wrong with the animals in the barn,” Talib said.

      Marie-Laure added, “It may just be they’re not used to this much wind. It’s super windy out tonight. Perhaps it has them spooked.”

      It was just after 10 p.m., three days since the call from Jeff at Langley, and Talib and Marie-Laure were in the kitchen washing up the wine glasses. Addie had gone to sleep several hours before and the three couples, who had just finished sharing a bottle of wine by the fire in the living room, were about to turn in for the night.

      “We had a pack of old wolves come through here two years ago. I wonder if they’re back. I better have a look,” Jakob replied, as he slipped his boots back on and grabbed his old shotgun.

      Elsa yelled after him as he was walking out the kitchen door, “Well, at least put your coat on, honey!”

      “I’m fine. I’m only going out for a minute,” came his reply.

      The others remained in the living room as Talib and Marie-Laure came back in to join them.

      Less than a minute later they heard the sound of a single gunshot, followed by a pained cry from Thor. Two seconds later came the boom of Jakob’s shotgun, which sounded distinctly different from the first shot. Next came a short machine gun burst. And then there was silence.

      They all ran to the kitchen window. It was pitch black outside, with only the candlelight from the kitchen casting the faintest breath of light into the yard. Thor was lying bloodied and motionless near the edge of the woods behind the house. They could also just make out Jakob’s body lying in the area between the barn and the forest. Elsa covered her mouth with her hand and began to wail. Kelly pulled her close to her chest and spun her just enough to no longer see outside.

      Talib said, “Quick! Get Jakob’s pistol. He told me he has one. Elsa, where does he keep the pistol?!”

      Mason said, “Stop! That won’t be necessary. That machine gun burst sounded like it came from an M4. Kelly, what do you say?”

      “I agree.”

      “If we’re right that means it was probably fired by a soldier. And where there is one, there are likely to be a lot more. Anyone steps out of this house with a weapon will be cut in half. So let’s just keep our cool. We need to see what we’re dealing with here before anyone does anything. Let’s hope and pray that Jakob is only wounded,” Mason said, as he was squinting his eyes looking toward the woods, searching for any sign of movement. He saw the faint outline of one figure move quickly behind a tree, and then a second figure did the same. He then said, “Okay. I’m going to go out there and see if they’ll let me tend to Jakob. You guys get back from the window and leave this kitchen door open in case I need to come running back in.”

      “Mason, no,” Kelly objected.

      “Honey, think about it. If these are good guys, then I’ll be fine. If they are bad guys, then, well, let’s be honest—we’re all fucked anyway. I mean, look at us. We might have one pistol. They have ten points of easy entry, and automatic weapons. I’m just gonna accelerate the inevitable, whatever that is, in the hopes of getting to Jakob sooner.”

      After another few moments of protests and worried hugs, Mason convinced them to step back away from the window. He then slowly opened the kitchen door and yelled out, in English, “Hello! Do you speak English?”

      After a brief pause, the reply “Yes!” came from just inside the woods.

      “Okay. I am not armed. I repeat I do not have a weapon. I’m coming out with my hands up to see if I can tend to our friend. Is that okay?”

      “Come on out! But if you’re lying, you’re going to end up just like him before you take two steps!”

      “Understood. I’m not lying. I’m coming out alone, and I am not armed,” Mason said as he stepped out into the small landing. With his hands in the air, he slowly walked down the two steps and into the small yard between the house and the barn, before saying loudly, “May I tend to my friend?”

      “You can check, but ain’t no way that ole boy’s alive. I let him have it with a full burst. He was dead ’fore he hit the ground.”

      Mason slowly walked over to Jakob and knelt down to feel his neck. There was no pulse—which he already knew from the large section of his chest that was missing and the fact that most of his intestines were hanging outside of the wounds to his gut.

      The voice in the woods then said, “Don’t get any ideas about grabbing the ole man’s gun, cowboy. We still got our guns trained right on your head.”

      Mason replied, “It’s a single-shot weapon, guys. What are the odds I’m going to try to grab it and reload it? Give me a break.” Standing up, Mason said, “Why don’t you come on out and let us know what we’re dealing with here? You can see I’m not a threat.”

      With weapons still aimed at him, two US soldiers in full combat gear, night vision goggles, and blackened faces slowly came out from behind the trees and approached him.

      As they got within a few meters of him, Mason said, “You can lower your weapons, guys. Like I said, you can see I’m not armed.” The men slowly lowered their weapons and walked closer, as they scanned to their left and right and kept a wary eye on the side door to the house, which was still open.

      Mason then said to them calmly, “He’s dead. Why did you have to kill this sweet old man, who never hurt a fly in his life? Fuck! I’m an American. I can see that you’re Americans. We’re supposed to be the good guys.”

      The lieutenant replied, “Your ‘sweet old man’ just killed one of my men, mister. Corporal Jones is lying just behind those trees with his face blown off.”

      “Why on earth would he shoot at you?” Mason said.

      The two soldiers gave a quick glance at each other and looked back at Mason, without responding. Mason then looked over at Thor, lying dead in the yard, and said, “Ah. Did your Corporal Jones shoot Thor first?” The men just stared at Mason.

      Finally, the private spoke, “Fuck yeah, he shot that big-ass mutt. That thing must weigh 120 pounds. Jonesy’s always been scared a dogs, and he wadn’t takin no chances. And then that ole man shot him down without a word. So, I opened up on the mothafucka. Still can’t believe he shot Jonesy square in the face. If he’d a hit him in the chest his vest woulda saved him.”

      “I’m very sorry for the loss of your comrade. I have to believe that this could have been avoided if you gentlemen weren’t sneaking up on our house in the middle of the night. So, this might be an appropriate time to ask, what are you guys doing here?”

      Still angry and emotional from the death of his friend, the private interjected, “Whatever the fuck we want, that’s what we’re doing here.”

      Calmly turning to the lieutenant, Mason asked, “Lieutenant? Can you please shed some light on this?”

      “Are you Mason Wright?”

      “I am.”

      “Mr. Wright, on behalf of the government of the United States, we have been instructed to detain you and all the members of your household for the next several days, or as long as necessary, until further instruction, in order to ensure that you do not interfere with issues of strategic importance to our nation.”

      Slowly shaking his head, Mason replied, “You have got to be fucking kidding me. Deputy Director Green at CIA got the army to send you guys all the way over here—at a time like this! You mean to tell me our country doesn’t have a better use for resources right now than to have you come babysit us in Switzerland?”

      “That is not for us to decide, sir. Our orders are to do whatever is necessary to ensure that no one in this house leaves the property or communicates with anyone in the outside world via any medium of communication.”

      “Whatever is necessary, huh?” Mason said incredulously.

      “Whatever is necessary, sir.”

      Heaving a huge sigh as he looked around, Mason said, “Alright then. How many of you are there?”

      The two men looked at each other again and then back at Mason. The lieutenant said, “I’m, um, I’m going to have to ask for your assistance, Mr. Wright. We’re a nine-man team, well, eight men now. However, we didn’t realize how strong the winds were up here on the top of this mountain. As we parachuted in, the wind blew six of my men off course—enough that they landed at the bottom of that cliff just on the other side of these woods. Actually, only five are at the bottom of the cliff. One of them is dangling off the cliff right now with his chute hung up on the picket fence back there on the edge of the cliff. All of them are fine, we just need to borrow some rope to pull them up. It would take a full day, maybe two to have them hike around this mountain to come up the other side.”

      “You parachuted into mountain terrain without any rope?”

      “No, sir. We have a great deal of rope with us. It just happens to be in the possession of the men at the bottom of the cliff. We, um, need to borrow some rope from you so we can get them up here.”

      Mason chuckled, shaking his head. This caused the young private to draw back his fist in a threatening gesture, as he said, “Why you smartass fucker . . .”

      “Stand down, private!” commanded the lieutenant, as the man reluctantly lowered his fist.

      Mason looked him in the eye and calmly said, “You’re a real tough guy when you’re holding an M4 on an unarmed man.” Turning back to the lieutenant, Mason said, “May I suggest that we go inside so I can get my coat, and we can inform the others that we are being taken prisoner.”

      “Yes, sir. In fact, we need to enter the residence immediately in order to confiscate any communication devices on the premises. And then we’re gonna need your rope to get our boys up that cliff.”

      Once inside the kitchen, all the adults were present. Mason informed Elsa that Jakob was dead. Kelly helped her to a chair as they both wept.

      The lieutenant then spoke to them all. “As I was telling Mr. Wright, you are all required to stay on the premises under our supervision, with no access to outside communications, until we are instructed to release you. We will likely be here for some time, possibly a week or more, so we may as well make the best of it and get used to each other. We will need to start by confiscating all SAT phones, PCs, tablets, any device that can be used for communication.”

      Mason noticed that the young private had been staring at Kelly the whole time the lieutenant was talking. The soldier finally said, “You heard the lieutenant, pretty lady, we’re gonna have to all get used to each other. And I can tell you, I’m looking forward to getting used to you.”

      “That’s enough, private,” the lieutenant said.

      Speaking directly to the private, Mason said, “Boy, I don’t know where the US military dredged up a white-trash motherfucker like you, but I can tell you this, take a good look at her from across the room. Cause that is as close as your greasy ass will ever come to her.”

      “We’ll see about that, geek boy,” said the private as he looked back toward Kelly. “I can be right charming when I want to. And I’m gonna be real charming with you, girl. Just don’t try any of that Jackie Chan shit with me that I read about in your file. Cuz I can give as good as I get.”

      Speaking to the lieutenant, Mason said, “Lieutenant, is this what’s become of our once great military? You Delta Force boys now sneak up on the homes of Americans and shoot people without warning and then come inside and threaten their families? Was this part of your orders when you flew over here? How did you guys let this piece of garbage graduate from OTC?”

      “Mr. Wright has a point, private. You need to stand down. That’s an order!” the lieutenant said, before turning back to Mason. “I apologize to you and Mrs. Wright, and to you all. These are desperate times. It was not easy to find a team willing to come this far from American soil right now, given all that is going on with our own families back home. The armed forces are struggling, along with the rest of the nation, to maintain a semblance of what we were prior to this event. Now, we need to get that rope from you and have you come help pull our boys up that cliff.”

      Switching back to French, which was the language they all spoke in the house, prior to the soldiers’ arrival, Mason said very gently to Kelly, “Quand je dis ‘trois,’ on bouge,” which means, “When I say ‘three’ we move.”

      Understanding exactly what he meant, and why, Kelly played along by replying in a soft voice, feigning disinterest, “D’accord”—“agreed.”

      “Speak English, motherfuckers!” shouted the private.

      “Sorry, guys, I was just reassuring my wife that everything is going to be okay. Wait. You mean you guys don’t speak French? You came on a mission to the French-speaking part of Switzerland and none of you understands the language? Really?” Mason said, goading the soldiers again.

      The lieutenant replied, “Well, one of the men at the bottom of the cliff speaks a little bit. But, like I said, these are challenging times. Anyway, we need to get going. I need you to go get that rope for us, right now.”

      Mason replied, “Okay.” He then put his hand to his forehead as if he was feeling faint, opening and closing his eyes and bobbing his head slightly back and forth. As the lieutenant, who was standing just to Mason’s left, leaned toward him to ask if he was okay, the top of Mason’s body teetered far to the right. As it did, he said loudly, “Trois!” What the lieutenant did not see until it was too late was Mason simultaneously lifting his left leg as his torso leaned to the right. He then kicked the lieutenant square in the nose with the full force of his body behind it. The officer’s nose exploded back into his face, shattering both cheek bones and knocking him out cold in a single blow. As he fell, his body flew back into the private, knocking him off balance.

      The moment Mason yelled the signal, Kelly had grabbed a steak knife from the butcher block on the counter next to where she was standing across the kitchen and threw it full force at the private’s neck. Since the man was falling backward from being hit by the lieutenant, he was a moving target. The knife missed its mark, and instead cut clean through his cheek just to the left of his mouth. Screaming, the man reached up and grabbed the knife in an effort to remove it. Just then, Mason, still on the attack, karate kicked the hand that was now gripping the knife, causing it to slice open the left side of his cheek from his mouth all the way back to his ear. The private collapsed backward onto the floor shrieking in agony with the knife now firmly wedged into his left jaw muscle and bone beneath the ear. As Mason stood over him to look him in the eye, the soldier raised his M4 in an effort to fire. Before he could get it fully off his chest, Mason kicked him again directly in the forehead, knocking him unconscious. The man’s left jaw was now cut virtually in two and flapped open on the floor. After glancing at it for a moment, Mason turned to Kelly as she was walking over and said, “Now that’s what I call a slack-jaw.”

      Kelly frowned and shook her head in disagreement at his tasteless joke.

      “What?” he replied with a smirk on his face. “Okay. So maybe it’s not funny. But if anyone had it coming it was him. He killed Jakob.”
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      Mason and Kelly disarmed and hog-tied the two unconscious soldiers in the kitchen and then went to help the other men. Taking all the rope they had from the storage shed, along with Talib, they went to the cliff and first helped the soldier whose parachute was hanging off the picket fence. His comrades had been reluctant to try to pull him up because his shoot had ripped and was hanging from the fence by just a few threads. Any effort to pull him up could have snapped the remaining threads and sent him to his death.

      They threw the rope to him and had him tie it around his waist. They then cut the parachute free from the fence. Talib manned the rope pulling him up from back in the woods behind a tree while Kelly stood guard a safe distance away with an M4. When the soldier was about ten feet from the top of the cliff, Mason said to him, “Throw me your rifle, your pistol, and your knife—slowly, one at a time.”

      The soldier’s response was to raise his weapon at Mason and say, “Who the fuck are you and where is the lieutenant?”

      Mason replied, “I’m the guy who’s going to give the order to let go of the rope and splatter your ass all over the bottom of the cliff if you don’t do as I said and throw us your weapons.”

      The man hesitated, trying to assess the situation. Seeing this, Mason yelled to Talib in the woods, “Talib! Can you give me about two feet of slack in that rope. I see our friend here needs convincing.”

      Talib suddenly let go of the rope and then caught it again immediately, causing the soldier to drop suddenly and then jerk to a stop.

      “Okay! Okay! You win. What the fuck?!” the soldier shouted as he reluctantly complied. After tying him up, they conscripted him to radio his comrades at the bottom of the cliff to come up one at a time on the rope, repeating the procedure each time until all six men had been brought to the top, disarmed, and securely tied by their hands and loosely at their ankles.

      When they got back to the house, they ushered all six men into the kitchen to join their two wounded comrades. As they filed in and got a glimpse of their battered faces, a look of shock came over each man in turn, with one whispering, “What the fuck happened in here?” The lieutenant had regained consciousness but could not speak easily, given his crushed nose and several missing teeth. The belligerent private was still unconscious. Elsa was busy tending to Jakob’s body on the dining room table with Marie-Laure’s help. Seeing this, another of them said, “Why did they kill the old man?”

      Kelly replied, “You’ll have to ask your unconscious friend on the floor when he comes to why he killed that sweet old man.”

      Mason had them all sit on the floor, and then said, “Guys, listen up. Here’s the deal. We have nothing but respect for what you do. Unfortunately, somebody sent you on a bad mission. You should not be here. We are the good guys. We have no intention of hurting you, unless you force us to. As you can see from your friends, we are willing to defend ourselves. In the morning, I’m going to drive you a couple miles down the mountain and release you at the first roadblock we come to. You can walk the rest of the way down on foot. We are keeping all your weapons. But we will let you have your SAT phone back to call for an extraction. For now, let’s get some sleep.”

      One of the men asked, “Can you untie us, even a little bit, so we can sleep?”

      “No,” replied Mason.

      “Suppose we have to go to the john?” said another.

      “My wife, Talib, and I will take turns guarding you. If you have to piss, we’ll escort you to the bathroom, you can do the rest. If you have to shit, hold it until tomorrow once you’re untied and walking down the mountain. We’re not untying anyone for any reason.”

      As Mason blew out the candle one of the men said, “Where’s Jonesy?”

      Mason paused for a moment before saying somberly, “Jonesy’s dead. His body is still in the woods. I’ll get you his dog tags in the morning. We will give him an honorable burial.”

      

      The next morning at sunrise, Mason came into the kitchen and said in a loud voice, “Alright, men, time to go! Everybody up!” The men grunted and groaned as they were roused from sleep. “But do not, repeat, do not stand up yet. It will make it too hard to reach your dog tags with the rope still tied between your wrists and your feet. I want everyone’s dog tags out and showing on the outside of their vests. Anybody wants to be a smartass and make me reach in their shirt to get them out for them will get a beating. If you doubt me, just look at your lieutenant and your buddy with the flapping jaw.”

      The men complied without issue, and each pulled their dog tags out for inspection. Mason then took out his iPhone and began filming the men—first as a group and then up close, zooming on the dog tags and names of each soldier until he had captured all of them. When he was done, he handed the phone to Kelly, who was already holding their SAT phone in her hand, and said, “Hon, would you do the honors, please.”

      Kelly went outside to place a call to Spencer.

      Next Mason pulled Max up just outside the kitchen door, lowered the rear seats, and helped each soldier lay down in the back where he began carefully stacking them like firewood so they’d all fit. When he had the six healthy men in, he went back in the kitchen to help the lieutenant and the private. The lieutenant was able to stand on his own but the private had not woken up yet.

      Mason knelt down next to the man and shook him, “Hey, smartass. Wake up. Hey! Wake up!” he yelled. Surprised by the lack of movement, he put two fingers on the man’s neck—and then slowly lowered his head and shook it side to side. Standing back up, he turned to the lieutenant and said, “I’m sorry. I really am. He’s dead.”

      The lieutenant replied in a deliberate, incredulous tone, “Come on—really? What the fuck?”

      “I meant to kick him in the forehead, and I meant it to be a ‘lights-out’ kick—because he was still fighting us. But I did not mean to kill him. I guess his brain swelled during the night from the concussion. I don’t think there is anything we could have done for him even if we had known earlier.” Bending down and removing his dog tags, he gave them to the lieutenant, saying, “We’ll bury him honorably next to Jonesy and Jakob. Again, I’m sorry.”

      Just as the lieutenant was getting in the back of Max, Kelly gave him Jonesy’s dog tags and then said to Mason, “London has the full story on what happened, and the video of the men.”

      “Thanks, hon. Uh, listen, unfortunately, the private didn’t make it through the night. I guess I kicked him harder than I should have.”

      At first, she did not reply as the news sank in. She then said, “Why did you kick him so hard, and why in the forehead? You knew that was risky! Why not the nose, like with the lieutenant?”

      “I don’t know. My blood was up. I knew he was a lethal threat. He was lifting his M4 as I kicked. I didn’t have time to think about dialing it down.”

      Kelly then added, “I think you just got your back up because he was commenting on me and so you thought you had to teach him a lesson. Damn it, you promised that we were done with that.”

      “I know I did. It was not intentional. You can be mad if you want. But the fucker was lifting his gun and I did what I had to do to ensure no one else got shot. I did not mean to kill him. Be pissed if you want, but it’s bullshit that you’re acting like I meant to do it.”

      Kelly looked away in frustration. And then turned back to him and said, “Can we move his body, and Jonesy’s too, into the barn and put them under the tarp? I don’t want Addie stumbling across them when she wakes up. Elsa already dressed Jakob and put a sheet over him.”

      Mason and Kelly, with Talib on the roof, drove away to drop the men down on the road, stopping first for Mason to run through the woods to check that the roadblocks were still intact before passing Pavlushov’s villa. At the first roadblock, Mason released them one at time and had them each crawl over to the other side of the downed trees, while Kelly and Talib stood guard.

      Letting the lieutenant go last, Mason said, “Tell your bosses that MI6 in London now knows everything: the raid; Jakob’s killing; the video from this morning. The cat’s out of the bag. So, if anything were to happen to us now, there is no keeping it secret about who’s behind it.”

      The soldier just nodded as he turned to walk away.

      But before he had walked two steps, Mason said, “Hey. Wait a minute.” Reaching into Max, Mason pulled out a shrink-wrapped six-pack of bottled water. Handing it to the lieutenant he said, “Here. You guys will need this.”

      Looking him in the eye with genuine gratitude the soldier replied, “Thank you. We are incredibly thirsty.”

      Mason replied, “Hey. I know you boys are the good guys and that you didn’t choose to come up here. The guys who handed down your orders just made a mistake. We’re the good guys too.”

      

      As they drove back to their chalet, Mason, Kelly, and Talib went past the mansion that Spencer believed belonged to Pavlushov. Knowing that no one was likely home, Mason slowed down so he and Kelly could assess the place. With a large ornate gate in the front and a six-foot wall extending for a hundred meters on either side of the entrance, the magnificent villa looked completely out of place for a Swiss mountaintop.

      “What a pad,” Mason said.

      “Looks empty to me. No lights on that I can see. No one in the guard booth at the gate,” Kelly said.

      Mason replied, “Like I said. No way they’re here if the roadblocks are still in place.”

      “Oh well. Spencer will be disappointed. But at least we can say we checked it out.”

      Mason laughed. Shaking his head he replied, “Yep. This is how it always starts with Spencer. Just one little favor. One tiny thing that no one could reasonably say no to. Then, next thing you know, somebody’s trying to kill us.”
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      The first order of business after returning to the chalet was to bury Jakob, Jonesy, the private, and Thor. But digging the graves was no easy task. It was November. A light snow had already fallen on more than one occasion in the past week and the temperature was going below freezing at night, so the ground was hard as a rock. But with a pickaxe and shovels, Mason and Talib managed to get the holes dug—after four hours and more than few blisters. The soldiers were buried in the field on the far side of the barn. Jakob and Thor were buried with a small candlelight service, on the opposite side, only about ten yards from the house.

      Later that afternoon, Kelly and Mason went back to the cliff and gathered all the weapons they had confiscated from the soldiers and stored them in the rafters of the barn. As a precaution, they kept a couple of pistols and two M4s hidden on top of the bookcase in the living room. They also kept the bulletproof vests of the two deceased soldiers just in case they were ever needed.

      At dinner the mood was somber, as Jakob’s absence was felt by everyone. Elsa captured the sentiment for everyone when she said, “I can’t believe that it was just last night that he was sitting here at the table next to me.”

      Kelly said, “Elsa, we are so sorry for your loss and for anything that we may have done to bring those men here.”

      “Don’t be silly, child,” came the reply. “Jakob and I would have long since been dead had you not come into our lives. You didn’t make the powerful men in charge send those soldiers. And I know that Jakob’s last days were happy days, thanks especially to having beautiful little Addie in our lives.” With that, Elsa quietly excused herself and went back to her room.

      A short time later, as the rest of the adults were doing the dishes, Addie came into the room with tears in her eyes and said, “Mommy, I just threw up again.”

      Kelly rushed over to her, took one look at her face, and said, “Mason! It’s happening again. This time the hives are all over her face. She’s allergic to something, either here in the house or something we’re eating.”

      Mason came over and said, “I’m so sorry, sweet girl. Stick out your tongue for Daddy so I can have a look.”

      “My tongue feels strange, Daddy. Like it got bigger,” she said.

      Mason only nodded, without voicing his concern, so as not to scare her.

      “Did you feel like anything you ate tonight made you feel different when you first bit into it or swallowed it? Sometimes people can tell what it is they’re allergic to because they feel different the moment they eat it. Did you feel like that with anything you ate tonight?”

      Addie shook her head no.

      “Okay, sweetie. You should drink a lot of water and maybe go lay down. I think that’s the best thing right now.” Turning to Kelly, he said, “I still haven’t called Spencer since we did the drive-by on the mansion this morning. I’m going to call him now to see if he has any suggestions on this.”

      Two minutes later Mason was pacing in the yard dialing numbers on the SAT phone.

      “Hi, Mason, how is everyone over there, all things considered?” Spencer asked.

      “You know, holding up, I guess. It’s hardest on poor Elsa. We got her husband of fifty-eight years killed. So, not feeling very good about that. But hey, who knew the assholes at Langley would pull this?”

      “I’m so sorry I got you guys into this. I guess I’ve had to say that a lot since we’ve known each other, haven’t I?”

      “Don’t sweat it. We’ve always suspected they were listening. Just never thought they cared so much about wanting their outcome to win the day that they’d free up aircraft—now, of all times—to try to force their way.”

      “Right you are, mate. It also validates what we suspected, that the Hawks in Washington are hell-bent on the path to nuke Moscow and don’t want any competing options on the table. Just so you know, after Kelly called and sent the video, I forwarded it to the PM. There are definitely going to be ramifications for this. It’s outrageous on every level that people in a civilized society, the USA no less, would take advantage of this global crisis to behave like a banana republic.”

      “I’ll let you deal with the jokers in Washington. I just wanted you to know that after Kelly spoke to you this morning, we drove by the Pavlushov mansion up here. From all we could see, no one was there. No lights on. No one at the guard gate. No one patrolling in the woods or along the driveway up to the house.”

      “Ah. Thank you for going over there and checking it out. I wish the result had been different but I’m terribly grateful that you were willing to look in on the place for us. I can’t bloody well figure where Pavlushov is. We know he’s mobile right now, as he left the schloss he was staying at in the mountains in Bavaria. But we don’t know where he’s gone. He has to surface in the next few days, or this is going to get so much worse than what we’ve already experienced. If the US takes out Moscow, millions of people are going to die, in multiple countries. We have to find Pavlushov and open a dialogue—in the next few days—because this Friday is the deadline for launch.”

      “I hear you. We will check the roadblocks regularly here on the mountain. If someone clears them then we’ll let you know—because it will almost certainly be him. On a separate matter, closer to home, we are having a serious problem here. Addie is having more and more severe allergic reactions to something, and we can’t figure out what it is. We need to get our hands on an EpiPen, or at a minimum some kind of antihistamine medication—even if it’s over-the-counter stuff. Without it, we’re worried that one of these attacks could kill her. Is there anything you guys can do for us on that front?”

      “Sorry. What are you suggesting?”

      “Like, can you get your hands on one of these medications and have someone fly over and drop it on the mountain?”

      Spencer was silent for a few seconds before saying quietly, “Mason, I’m so sorry. You clearly don’t understand how bad it is back here. People are dying by the thousands every day from lack of clean drinking water and lack of food, and by violence. Every single resource we have is dedicated to trying to address this crisis. It is out of the question that I would be given authorization to send a plane to Switzerland, no matter how much I want to do so to be helpful to your beautiful daughter. The PM would simply never allow it. He might even sack me for suggesting it. I’m very sorry.”

      With a sullen look on his face, Mason responded, “I figured as much. Just had to ask.”

      

      After talking to Spencer, Mason returned to the living room where only Kelly and Marie-Laure were sitting.

      “How is she?” Mason asked.

      “She just fell asleep. I watched her for a few minutes, and she seems to be breathing okay. Mason, I’m frightened. I can’t figure out what she’s allergic to. But the attacks are getting worse. What are we going to do?”

      “There’s only one thing we can do. I’ve gotta leave the mountain and go find an EpiPen or some kind of over-the-counter antihistamine medication.”

      “Honey, no! There is no way you can leave. That’s insanity!”

      “No other choice. Each time it has happened her reaction has been worse than the last. Her tongue was swollen tonight. If her next reaction is any more severe, we’re gonna lose her.”

      “There has to be some other way. You’ve heard Spencer describe what’s going on down there. There are no police. Everything is totally lawless.”

      “I hear you. I don’t want to go. But the way I see it is pretty simple. I’d rather die trying to save her, than protect my own skin and lose her.”

      “There has got to be some other way.”

      “I’m willing to listen to ideas. I’ll give us a few days to try to see if we can isolate what’s causing it. But if we can’t figure it out, I’m going down.”
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      London, England

      

      “Oh, what a lovely sight!” said Spencer Hughes-Smyth as he walked into his office at MI6 headquarters and saw the main lights were working. “When did they come back on?”

      His colleague replied, “Sometime during the night they got the connection back up to Greenwich power station. We’re getting sufficient electricity to power everything in the area around Whitehall and Westminster on both sides of the Thames. When did you get back to London?”

      “Just now. I managed to get the family safely to a place we have in the north of Cumbria. But the PM asked that I return, so I hopped a Royal Navy flight back down this morning. It’s strange to see everything blocked off by the Army. It looks like pictures I’ve seen of London during the war.” Admiring the lights again, he said, “That was fast. It’s a few days short of a month since the EMP and we’re getting power already. And who says British engineering is shite?!”

      “Well, to be clear, it’s just limited emergency power. I’m told the reason they got it working so quickly is we tapped into the Tube’s power system, which is supplied from Greenwich. Apparently, the transformers in the Tube were protected by the metal rebar in the concrete that surrounds the tunnels. So they were not damaged. The main delay was getting the power station itself running again.”

      “Well, whatever the reason, it’s lovely to see it back on,” Spencer said, before adding, “What is the latest on finding Pavlushov? Do any of our satellites have eyes on him or his convoy? The deadline is on us. Tomorrow is Friday. Intel from across the pond says they are still planning to nuke Moscow tomorrow if we can’t produce a deal with Pavlushov.”

      “We’ve got nothing. Not a trace of him. Can you try your contacts near his Swiss villa and see if he has shown up?”

      “Ringing them now,” replied Spencer, as he dialed Mason and Kelly from his SAT phone. “Bugger!” Spencer said when the call did not go through. “They must either have it off or perhaps it’s not near a window right now. I’ll keep trying.”

      At that moment in their chalet, Mason and Kelly were up in their bedroom as he was packing a knapsack to take on his journey down the mountain the next day.

      “It makes no sense. Why won’t you take one of the SAT phones with you?” Kelly argued.

      “Because that would leave you guys without a backup if another EMP goes off and cooks the one you use every day. Besides, I don’t need the thing. There is no one to call to come get me if I get in a jam. I can’t call you because that would leave Addie without either parent. And Talib, God bless him, is not cut out for search and rescue. I’m not taking it.” As he finished his sentence, he turned to put a pair of thick wool socks in his knapsack and accidentally stubbed his toe on one of the feet of the large wooden chest at the foot of their bed. “Ouch!” he said. “What the hell is in this thing? It’s like it’s bolted to the floor.”

      Lifting the lid he saw it was just filled with spare blankets. “How the hell can blankets be that damn heavy?” he said.

      “I really wish you weren’t doing this,” Kelly replied.

      “That makes two of us. I wish I didn’t have to. But I don’t see any other solution. We can’t do nothing and just wait for the next attack to kill her. If I find a pharmacy in Collonges, of course I’ll break in and see if they have anything left, but I suspect I’m going to need to go house to house because a pharmacy is likely the first place that got cleaned out. What’s the name of the stuff I’m looking for again? In the US it’s called Benadryl or Claritin.”

      “Here it’s called Benocten, or it could also be called Addietyne. Those names are both close enough that you should be able to remember. Finding an EpiPen would be the dream scenario. But even if you could just find some tablets of either one of those it could be a lifesaver.”

      Mason closed up his knapsack, which caused Kelly to respond incredulously, “Is that all you’re taking? You just put a pair of thick socks in there!”

      “Well, I have the hooded down coat you bought me. And everything else I’m going to put in there is either food or water. The only clothes I need are a possible change of socks if my boots get wet. What else would you have me bring?”

      “I don’t know. It just seems like you’d need something else.”

      “I’m only going to be gone for a day or two, if I can help it,” he said.

      Reaching up to the top shelf in the closet, she retrieved one of the soldier’s pistols and a couple of clips of ammo. Handing it to him solemnly, she said, “You may need this.”

      With a surprised look on his face he replied, “Are you sure? I thought we said . . .”

      “It doesn’t mean you have to kill anyone. There is no way to know what you’re going to encounter out there. Perhaps just the threat of being the guy with a gun will get you out of a jam. But it’s foolish not to take it.”

      “Okay. I promise to use it only as a last resort.”

      

      Later that day as Mason was in the kitchen trying to decide what food to take on his journey the next day, the SAT phone rang. Mason yelled up the stairs, “Honey. It looks like Spencer is calling. I’m going to take it out in the yard. Come join me if you want.”

      Kelly hustled down the stairs and out into the yard just as he was answering.

      “Spencer. How are you? Kelly is here with me.”

      “Fine, mate. Just fine. A lovely hello to you both.”

      “So, what’s the latest?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me? We have no eyes on Pavlushov anywhere, and tomorrow is the deadline. Have you guys seen any activity down at his villa?”

      “We have not but we haven’t looked since we drove by it three or four days ago.”

      “I know it’s an inconvenience, but we have to know if he’s there. We are at the finish line. If we can’t reach him by tomorrow a chain of events is likely to happen that will take the human race centuries to recover from, if ever.”

      Mason said, “Look, Spencer, I’m walking down off the mountain tomorrow to try to find some over-the-counter antihistamine for our daughter. If I can’t find a pharmacy, I’m going to try to go house to house.”

      “You’re going to have to go house to house.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because the nearest pharmacy is twelve kilometers north in a town called Bex.”

      “And you know this because . . .”

      “Because it’s my job to know things.”

      “Okay. Well, I’ll be going house to house once I walk off this mountain tomorrow. It’s ten miles down that twisting road. I’m trying not to wear myself out by going the two miles over and two miles back today to check on that roadblock again. I gotta go right past there tomorrow morning. Can’t Talib just come with me as far as the first roadblock and then come back and report what we found? He and Kelly can call you by eight a.m. your time.”

      “Really, Mason? With the stakes this high, you’re worried about being too tired for your trip?”

      Kelly and Mason looked at each other, neither knowing how to respond. Finally, Mason said, “Fuck. We’ll call you back in an hour.” Stepping back in the house, he said, “Talib, can I borrow you for a few minutes? Bring your coat.”

      When they returned to the house a short time later, Mason said to Kelly, “Do you mind calling Spencer back and telling him that the road is still blocked by the trees? No way Pavlushov is up here. I’m gonna finish going over Addie’s lessons with her and then I think we’ll play some hide and seek in the barn. I’m not sure when I’ll get to do either of those things again.”

      A few minutes later, Kelly came back in and put the phone back on the windowsill in the kitchen. As she walked into the living room, Mason said, “Did you tell him it was still blocked?”

      “I did,” she replied.

      “What did he say to that?”

      “He said, ‘Well, we tried our best. I guess it’s time for plan B.’”

      “What did he mean by that?” Mason asked.

      “He didn’t say.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mason woke up with the first ray of sunshine coming through the dormer window. Slipping on his long johns and wool socks he stood in front of the frosty pane and tried to drink in the beauty of the magnificent white-capped peaks of the other mountains that surrounded them on the mountaintop. He thought to himself, How could such silent, majestic beauty co-exist in a world that humans have filled with so much violence and ugliness? Just then he heard Kelly stirring. As he tried to quietly unhook his jeans from the dresser nob, he felt a hand reach out and gently touch his thigh.

      “Hey there,” she said.

      “Hey,” he whispered back.

      “Come here.”

      “What?”

      “Come here,” she repeated.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and leaned down to kiss her. As he did so she pulled him down with both arms and whispered, “Make love to me before you go.”

      “I’ve got a long road ahead of me today.”

      “Uh-huh. I know,” she said as she slowly unbuttoned her pajama top and let one side fall open on the bed.

      “Come on now. That is just so not fair,” he said, as he hesitated for about two seconds before beginning to massage her breasts.

      She then reached down and slipped out of her PJ bottoms and pulled back the covers, saying with a smile, “Well, if you have to go, you have to go.”

      It took him less than three seconds to strip out of the clothes he had just put on and crawl back into bed with her. As he began to caress her naked body, she said softly, “You can skip the foreplay if you want. This is an emergency. I want you inside me right now.”

      Mason obliged, saying, “If you’re trying to make me stay, you’re doing one hell of a job.”

      As he began thrusting, she reached around his body with both hands, grabbing his butt cheeks and pulling him in to her in rhythm, whispering in his ear, “That’s right, baby, give it to me—as hard as you want. That’s it. Yes. Yes.”

      Three minutes later, Kelly closed her eyes and climaxed in an ecstatic release that Mason found so beautiful it caused him to climax at the same time. Recognizing where they were, he forced himself to refrain from his typical yell. Instead, he buried his face in the pillow and let out a noise that sounded like a cross between agony and weeping—which caused them to both start laughing, as usual, as she pulled him in close, hugging him tightly for as long as she could.

      Thirty minutes later, Mason was alone in the kitchen making enough breakfast for everyone and checking what news he could get online one last time before heading out. He saw a headline that read, “White House Says European Allies in Discussions with Pavlushov about Replacing Putin.” There were not a lot of details in the article, but he found the headline encouraging.

      When Kelly came down a few minutes later he showed it to her, saying, “Check this out. It looks like they found him. I haven’t searched for any other stories on it. See if you can find anything else about it.”

      After hunting for a few minutes, she replied, “The only thing I can come up with is the LA Times saying the source of the story is in the UK government.”

      Mason continued scrambling the eggs for a minute or two and then asked what they were both thinking, “Do you think it’s tr—”

      “I doubt it,” came the reply before he could finish his question. Kelly continued, “But, hey, what does he have to lose? Johnson’s deadline was today. It’s not like Spencer gives a shit about losing his job next week if he’s caught lying. He’s more likely worried if London will still exist next week.”

      “So, you think this is plan B—”

      Again, before he could finish his question, Kelly answered, “I do. They’re bullshitting to buy more time to, hopefully, come through with Pavlushov for real.”

      

      After finishing breakfast, Mason and Kelly were still the only two awake in the house. He was packed and ready to go. Before putting on his coat he said to her, “I know it’s still early but I’m going to go wake Addie to say goodbye.”

      “Of course,” she said, nodding approval.

      In Addie’s little bedroom, Mason knelt by her bed and gently shook her, saying, “Good morning, beautiful girl. Wakey wakey.”

      “Good morning, Daddy,” she said softly with her eyes barely open.

      “Hey, I just came to say goodbye for a day or two. I have to go down the mountain to get some things. But I wanted to remind you of something very important before I go.”

      “What’s that?” she replied, before saying, “Wait! I know what it is. You love me.”

      “I not only love you. I love you so much—more than you can ever know.”

      Sitting up and hugging him around the neck as hard as she could, Addie said, “I wish you didn’t have to go. Do you have to go, Daddy?”

      “I do, sweet girl. But I’m going to come back as soon as I possibly can.”

      “When, Daddy?”

      “Soon. I don’t know exactly. Maybe as early as tomorrow. Or, it could be a few days more. I can’t be sure yet. But know I’ll be thinking about you all day, every day. Go back to sleep now, beautiful. I’ll see you very soon.”

      “I love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you too, sweet girl.”

      

      Three minutes later Mason had his boots and down parka on, his knapsack on his back, and was standing on the side steps off the kitchen, saying goodbye to Kelly.

      “Listen, I’ve been thinking. If you’re right and Spencer made this shit up about having found Pavlushov to try to delay Johnson pulling the trigger, then he’s not going to be able to call you every day and ask if Pavlushov is in his house—because the SAT line is not secure. That means that—”

      “I have to have Talib check the roadblock every day, without Spencer asking us to—I know. I was already planning it.”

      “Look at you, my badass wife. Hey, I’m so proud of you, in every way. I just want you to know that. Hell, we’d all be dead if it wasn’t for you. Alright, I gotta go. I’ll be right back.”

      “You goddamn well better come right back,” she replied with a worried smile, as she tried not to cry.

      He leaned in and gave her one last kiss, and said, “I love you,” before turning and heading off across the meadow toward the old road.

      

      Kelly, Addie, and the others waited impatiently for Mason’s return the next day, and then the following day—and then the day after that. They found themselves subconsciously doing things in places in and around the house that afforded them a view of the front meadow, regularly scanning the forest on the far side of the field for any sign that might be him emerging into the clearing. After three days they began to worry that something had happened. After five days they began to despair. At the end of the first week Kelly and Addie were inconsolable with fear that he was gone forever.

      Talib had kept Kelly’s promise to Mason that they would check the last roadblock near the top of the mountain once a day to ensure that it was still blocked. It had become part of his daily ritual, and a way to get his mind off of the dread they all felt about the horrible fate that had clearly befallen Mason in the valley below. But on the seventh day following Mason’s departure, Talib was shocked to discover that the roadblock had been cleared away. He ran the entire way back to the chalet.

      Kelly saw him coming, and came out front to meet him, yelling, “What is it? What? Did you see Mason coming?”

      He stopped in front of her panting uncontrollably. Putting his hands on his knees to catch his breath, he still couldn’t speak. He put up his index finger asking her to give him a minute.

      “For God’s sake, Talib, what is it?” she snapped.

      Through his gasping for air, he managed to say, “The road is unblocked. I think they’re here.”
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      “Hello?”

      “Spencer. It’s Kelly.”

      “Kelly, lovely to hear from you. How are things with everyone over there on top of the world? Haven’t spoken with you in a while.”

      “Well, not good, actually. Mason went down the mountain a week ago today looking for antihistamine medication and we’ve not seen or heard from him since.”

      “He’s a shrewd lad, and apparently has acquired some new skills, thanks to you, no doubt. He can take care of himself. I’m sure there is a good reason for his prolonged absence. He’ll turn up.”

      “I hope you’re right. We are really at our wit’s end over here at the thought of having lost him.”

      “Here, here. Stop that nonsense. You haven’t lost him. Just be patient. I know he’ll turn up. By the way, it may interest you to know that we are hearing that an investigation is underway across the pond to find who gave the order to send the Delta Force boys to your chalet last week. Our PM had a one-on-one call with the president specifically about the incident. Johnson promised Sunak that he did not give the order and was as surprised as anyone that it happened. Apparently, he was livid upon hearing of it. He promised the PM that heads would roll. We are hearing that arrests are forthcoming.”

      “Well, that’s reassuring to hear. Thank God for small victories.”

      Spencer then said, “So, any other news to report from over there? We could use some good news here too.”

      “Well, we do have some additional news that unfortunately only increases my worry. We are no longer alone up here on the mountaintop.”

      “Really?!” Spencer replied. “That is an interesting development.”

      “Yes. Our roadblock has been removed by someone—with a lot of help. Given all those trees that we felled, at multiple points coming up the mountain, it must have taken many men to clear it, especially given how quickly it was cleared. Yesterday it was fully blocked, and no one was working on it. And today all seven trees at the final roadblock had been moved from being tangled on top of each other.”

      “Well, now, perhaps you’ll want to go meet these new neighbors to welcome them?”

      “Spencer, let’s be clear on that point. It’s just not going to happen. Not in a million years. Until Mason comes back, if he comes back, I’m all Addie has. There is no way I’m going to go meet our new neighbors. I shared it with you because I thought you may want to know. What you guys do with that info is up to you.”

      

      The next day, just before lunchtime, Marie-Laure and Kelly were cleaning the animal stalls in the barn when they heard gunfire in the distance coming from the direction of Pavlushov’s villa. It was only two or three bursts of machine-gun fire and then silence. The women listened for another five minutes or so but heard nothing more.

      Kelly went into the house to look for Talib, eventually finding him out back by the storage shed cleaning the chainsaw.

      “Ah. There you are,” she said. “Did you hear that gunfire coming from down the road?”

      “I did. What do you think it was?” he replied.

      “I have no idea. But something tells me we have to re-block that road—right away. I mean, it could have just been some of his soldiers shooting randomly. But from what we know about these guys, they are not the shoot-our-guns-in-the-air-for-fun kind of troops. So you can draw your own conclusions about what it might have been. But just in case someone followed them up the mountain and came through the open roadblocks, we need to close those things off today.”

      Talib nodded slowly in agreement.

      “Can you take the chainsaw and an axe and go chop down at least four or five trees on top of each other across that road? If you have the energy to walk down another mile and drop some more it would be great. You’ve become quite handy with that thing, so I’m guessing you can knock that out this afternoon. But there’s one catch. You can’t take Max. You have to go on foot. We can’t drive past their villa. It will only alert them that we are up here, and you are likely to get machine-gunned as you go past.”

      “Okay,” Talib replied.

      “Why don’t you go after lunch? We’re just getting ready to eat.”

      “Thank you. But I ate already. I would like to get started so I can drop as many as possible before dark.”

      

      After lunch, Kelly put Addie down for her nap. Then she and Marie-Laure went back out to the barn to finish their chores while Elsa fixed a broken chair in the living room. Roughly an hour later, as they were finishing up, Marie-Laure said to Kelly, “I’m feeling a bit lightheaded. I think I’ll go back in.”

      Kelly replied, “Oh, Marie-Laure, you should have listened to me earlier. I told you not to bother helping me. I can handle this. Please, go inside, lay down, and just relax. Read one of the books in the living room. You should only be doing the lightest of chores, if any, from here on out. We don’t want anything to happen to that beautiful baby of yours.”

      As Marie-Laure stood there wiping the sweat from her brow, she said, “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. Go lay down.”

      “Okay. Thank you. You guys have been so good to us. We are so grateful for all you’ve done.”

      “Don’t be silly. We’re just glad you are up here with us—creating great stories to tell our kids one day.”

      Marie-Laure made her way out the barn door while Kelly continued cleaning the stall. But just an instant after she left, Kelly thought she heard her say something, or possibly make a sound as if she’d been startled.

      “Marie-Laure? Are you okay?”

      Not getting a response, Kelly set the brush down and yelled louder, “Marie-Laure? You alright?”

      Still not getting a response, she walked over to the barn door to check on her—and was met with one of the most shocking sites she had ever seen. Two gruesome creatures that had at one time been human beings were standing in front of her—emaciated beyond belief, with full beards and wild matted hair, reeking of an odor worse than the pigs in the barn. Where once were eyes were now black holes buried deep in their faces, displaying a window to a hollowed-out shell of a soul, devoid of life. But most shocking of all was the fact that one of the creatures was standing behind Marie-Laure with his arm wrapped around her throat, holding a knife to her face.
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      Eight days earlier

      

      When Mason first arrived at the bottom of the mountain, he found the beautiful village of Collonges a ghost town. No one on the street. No signs of life other than a couple of stray dogs. It had been a full month since the EMP blast. Perhaps the lack of clean water had forced everyone to leave, or maybe it was the lack of any food delivery. He didn’t know. But he was hopeful that he could find what he was looking for quickly and go home.

      He tried knocking on doors in the first neighborhood he came to. But the houses were deserted. Almost all of them already had the front door kicked in or a sliding glass door in the back smashed. The homes had been thoroughly ransacked for anything of value or anything resembling food or water. Still, he held out hope that something as simple as an over-the-counter medication could have been overlooked or left in a medicine cabinet. But he found nothing in any medicine cabinet. He thought to himself, How could every cabinet be completely bare? It makes no sense that no one left any medicine at all behind.

      As night fell on the first day in the valley, he picked out a little house at the end of a cul de sac to bed down in for the night. There were no blankets or pillows, but he was happy to find mattresses still in most homes—one of which he used for a bed and the other as a blanket to stay warm. Disheartened by his lack of success, he took comfort in knowing he had been disciplined about his water and food rationing. He had brought enough for three days, and by his calculation his consumption was on track with that timetable.

      Mason spent the second day meticulously working his way through every home he passed, skipping none. He still could not understand how they could be devoid of any medications. His lack of success, and the general atmosphere of rummaging through the homes of others in this post-apocalyptic setting began to depress him. He missed Kelly. He missed Addie. He missed their safe, snug, remote chalet. But he knew he could not go back without something to combat Addie’s attacks.

      By the third day he was becoming desperate. His food and water would last him one more day at best, and he’d have a brutal time making it back up the mountain, especially with limited water. Having checked almost every house in the village, he decided to skip to the last few at the southern end, near the bridge. If those also came up empty, he would cross the river and work the sister city of Evionnaz on the other side. Perhaps he would have more luck over there.

      At the very last house before the bridge, he hesitated. Surely this was another waste of time. But he decided to have a quick look, nevertheless. As with so many others, the front door lock had been smashed and the door opened with a simple push. Unlike the others, the door immediately bumped into a large old chair, as if someone had pushed it against the door. Having become accustomed to the deserted village, he thought nothing of it and proceeded to search the cupboards in the kitchen and the downstairs bathroom. A quick look in the upstairs bathroom and he’d be on his way.

      The vanity under the sink still had a few cleaning supplies, but no medications. He opened the mirrored cabinet over the sink but as with the others he found it completely bare—nothing. Just as he was closing the cabinet door, he was startled by an impossibly loud, high-pitched shriek! At that same instant, the source of the sound was revealed. An emaciated older woman in her seventies came bursting through the closed shower curtain swinging wildly at him with a steak knife.

      “Hey! Hey! Stop! I’m not here to hurt you! I’m not going to hurt you! Oh my God, stop with the fucking knife! I’m not going to hurt you!” he screamed, as he tried repeatedly to dodge her wild roundhouse swings with the knife. Having no weapon and no defensive item to block the knife thrusts in this close-quarters struggle, Mason concluded that he had to strike back or risk getting stabbed or slashed. After trying to reason with the crazed woman for another few seconds, he punched her hard in the nose, which caused her to drop the steak knife and sent her frail body flying back through the shower curtain into the tub.

      “For God’s sake, lady, will you stop now?! I’ve been trying to tell you, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m sorry. I thought the house was empty.”

      The screaming stopped for a moment as the disoriented old woman now just groaned in confusion.

      “I’m so sorry I had to hit you. Are you okay?” he said as he knelt down beside her to see if she was alright.

      Just then he heard a floorboard creak in the hall and leaned his head back to look out the bathroom door just in time to see a large man, also in his seventies, with a full-sized butcher knife rushing toward him. The man was roughly six-foot-three inches tall and had probably been a good 250 pounds pre-EMP. Even having lost a chunk of his body weight, Mason could tell he was going to be a formidable opponent. Bizarrely, the man too screamed at the top of his lungs as he charged Mason.

      Grabbing the woman’s knife off the floor, Mason yelled, “Hey, fella—stop! Stop! I’m not here to hurt you. Please!”

      But the man’s eyes were those of a rabid animal as he continued his charge. Cornered in the tiny bathroom, Mason only had a split second to think. He suspected that this guy would not be throwing slow, wild swings. This big guy was coming full speed and even a partial stab from the giant knife could be lethal.

      Just as the man reached the threshold of the bathroom, Mason slammed the door in his face, hoping to stop his charge and knock him back out of the room. But he was too big, with too much momentum. The door came flying back on Mason instead, knocking him off balance, back against the vanity. As the man burst into the room, Mason was just able to use his left arm to block the man’s first stab at him with the knife. He knew there was no reasoning with this guy. He was now fighting for his life.

      Mason blocked the man’s second knife swing and countered with a punch to the nose. But it had almost no effect. He wanted to use his feet to help fight but there was no room to maneuver in the cramped space. The man swung a third time with the knife, this time slicing the top of Mason’s left forearm as he blocked it. Mason countered with a deep jab to the man’s gut with the steak knife he was still holding. The man grunted but somehow was only emboldened in his attack, pushing Mason backward, causing him to stumble over the toilet and fall to the floor. The man swung down to try to stab Mason in the head. Mason blocked the knife again with his left arm, taking another slice to the forearm, and this time countered with a stab to the man’s thigh. The man yelled out and momentarily halted the attack, just long enough for Mason to scramble back to his feet. But somehow the desperate man immediately renewed his assault full force—only now Mason was cornered, trapped between the toilet and the wall, with limited options.

      Realizing Mason’s precarious position, the man attempted a kill shot, stabbing at Mason with all his might. But Mason was able to move out of the way at the last second, causing the man’s knife to lodge in the plaster wall behind where Mason’s head had just been. In the very next instant, Mason countered by jamming the steak knife he was holding all the way into the man’s left eye, slicing through the back of his eye socket and into his brain, killing him instantly.

      The man fell dead on the floor, as Mason began yelling, “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! What the fuck is wrong with you people! What part of ‘I’m not going to hurt you!’ do you not fucking understand?!” Stepping over the man’s body to leave, Mason noticed that the woman was coming out of her daze. By the time he was at the stairs, she began to scream and wail. Not the crazed screaming from before, but a mournful sobbing scream at finding her husband dead on the floor in front of her. But what he heard next would haunt him forever.

      The woman began yelling and cursing—not in French, the language Mason had been speaking to them, but in Swiss Deutsch, the unique Germanic-based language of the Swiss cantons that border Germany, over one hundred kilometers away.

      “What the hell are a Swiss Deutsch couple doing living in the French-speaking part of Switzerland? What the hell is anyone still doing in this deserted-ass town?!” Mason shouted out loud to himself as he headed out the front door, holding his left arm. Walking at a rapid gate, he turned toward the bridge to cross the river.

      By the time he made it to the bridge he could still hear the woman screaming what he assumed were curses and obscenities at him. Looking back, he saw she had come out into the street and was continuing to scream at the top of her lungs, shaking her fist at him.
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      Mason jogged across the bridge and the few hundred yards up the road to Evionnaz. He was relieved to look back and see that the old woman had not tried to follow him. But the first batch of homes on this side of the river were the same—empty. No medicines of any kind. And no people, as far as he could tell.

      After about an hour of searching houses, he recognized a sound that he had not heard in over a month—motorcycles. Looking out a window he saw four motocross-style bikes heading south toward Collonges on the other side of the river. He had no idea who they were or what their intentions were. He only knew that he didn’t want anything to do with them. Knowing he would be able to hear their engines from far away if they came on his side of the river, Mason continued searching the local homes.

      Having found the next home bare, like the others, he decided to check the basement. Behind a storage area he saw an old door. Moving the boxes and other junk aside he opened the door to reveal an old half bath, just a toilet and sink. But the sink had a medicine cabinet above it that had not been raided. And in the cabinet, he found an unopened pack of Clarityne.

      “Jackpot! Fuck yeah!” he yelled out with a look of sheer joy on his face.

      He then thought to himself, It’s only twenty-four tablets but even one of these could save Addie’s life. Time to get the hell out of here!

      He put the tablets in the inside pocket of his down parka and jumped back up the stairs two at a time. As he came out of the house with a continued spring in his step and headed down the street toward the river, he received a shock more terrifying than any he had encountered yet on his journey. The motocross bikers had turned their engines off and were pushing their bikes through Evionnaz. He was right in the middle of the little residential street when they came around the corner—seeing him at the same moment he saw them.

      Mason immediately began to run, dashing between the houses desperately hoping to find a hiding place. The men started their engines and gave chase. He ran onto the porch of a house, only to find it was one of the few whose front door lock was still engaged. “Just my fucking luck,” he said to himself.

      By the time he retreated from the porch the bikers were on him. As they pulled up in front, he whipped off his backpack, reached in, and pulled out his pistol. What he had failed to notice earlier was that all four bikers had AR-15s slung over their backs. The men took up positions behind abandoned cars on the street less than thirty feet away and aimed their guns at him. With only a thin porch column to take shelter behind, Mason was outmanned and outgunned. He had to surrender.

      The lead man carefully disarmed Mason as the others stood guard from a distance. He then beat Mason thoroughly about his face, head, and upper body. Mason knew better than to defend himself for fear it would get him killed. He was reluctant to even use purely defensive moves for fear of giving away his martial arts abilities.

      As the man was beating him, he said, “This is what we do to thieves who break into people’s homes.”

      Mason attempted a reply by saying, “I’m just looking for medicine for my daughter. That’s all I want is medicine.”

      The man replied, “So you had to kill an old man and beat up an old lady? No one made you do that.”

      “It was self-defense! They were crazy—attacking me with knives. I had to defend myself or they would’ve killed me!”

      “Of course they attacked you. You broke into their house, you murdering thief!”

      And so went the dialogue for the duration of his beating. Mason ended up with two black eyes, a busted nose, a fat lip, and countless bruises about his arms and back where the man had kicked him more times than he could count once he fell to the ground.

      A half hour later, with his hands zip-tied behind him, he rode into the town of Bex, seven miles to the north, on the back of one of the motorcycles. The men drove through a residential neighborhood and stopped in front of one of the largest homes he had seen along the ride. The house was surrounded by armed guards and had at least another half-dozen motocross bikes out front.

      As they got off of the bike, the man said to him, “Welcome to your new home, at least until the big boss gets here.”

      “What happens then?” Mason replied.

      “Then we have your trial. You see, we are very civilized. The big boss is not just the big boss. He’s also the judge and the jury. He hears all cases personally, in each of the towns under his control. He’ll be back in a few days and I’m sure he’ll hear your case right away.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then, you die!” the man said laughing, which caused the other men to laugh as well.

      “Why is that?”

      “For anyone who is not an officer in the militia, being found with a gun is punishable by death. Murdering someone is also punishable by death. So, any way you look at it, you’re gonna die.”
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      Kelly spoke calmly to the frightening creature holding Marie-Laure by her throat with a knife against her cheek, “Sir. Sir. Please do not hurt her. She is pregnant, okay? We are not a threat or a danger to you. We are unarmed. We have food and clean clothes and can give you shelter. You do not need to threaten us. Please put the knife down.”

      The sound that came from the man’s mouth was more of a quiet growl than a sound a human would make. “You don’t give us anything, bitch! We will take what we want. Get inside the fucking house!”

      Kelly glanced to her right. She was still standing just inside the doorway to the barn and the ladder to the loft, which held the M4 rifles in the rafters, was just two feet to her right. She thought, I could be up that ladder in less than a second before they could reach me. But who knows what they’ll do to Marie-Laure if I scare them with a sudden movement? And I’d rather convince them that we are willing to help them rather than kill them.

      Just then Elsa called out from the doorway to the kitchen, “Is everything okay out here?”

      “We’re fine, Elsa. Can you please make a couple of plates of food for our friends here and get them some tall glasses of water?”

      “Would you like me to get the food from Jakob’s drawer in our room?” Elsa cleverly asked.

      “No. Thank you. That won’t be necessary. Just a nice meal from the refrigerator will be fine,” Kelly replied.

      With that, the creature not holding Marie-Laure spoke, “Listen, bitch. You must not’ve heard my friend when he told you to get your ass inside that house!” As he finished the sentence, he stepped forward toward Kelly and swung a roundhouse at her in an effort to punch her in the head.

      Kelly’s reaction was as swift as it was spontaneous. Before the man had any idea what was happening, he was flipping through the air with Kelly holding his arm. As he smashed into the ground on his back the loud crack of his right arm being snapped could be heard a hundred yards away.

      His friend violently shoved Marie-Laure to the ground and came at Kelly with the knife. Again, the struggle lasted only seconds. In a maneuver she had relentlessly trained into Mason, she caught the man’s knife hand by the wrist and simultaneously karate chopped the inside of his arm at the elbow joint, putting her in control of the knife’s movement. Shifting her weight behind the motion, she jammed the knife into the groove between the man’s left shoulder and his breast. Collapsing to the ground in agony, he began to scream.

      Kelly removed the knife and ran over to check on Marie-Laure who was still on the ground, moaning in pain.

      Grabbing hold of her to try to sit her up, Kelly said, “Are you okay, honey? Did he hurt you?”

      “Ouch! Ouch! Ouch! My back. It’s my back!” came her reply.

      Kelly removed her hand from her back and recoiled in horror as she noticed it was covered in blood. Only then did she realize the cretin had used the knife to push her down, stabbing her in the back just above her right kidney. The wound now gushing blood, Kelly said, “Oh my God! I’m so sorry. It looks like he stabbed you, honey. You lay here and try to relax. I’m going to get some bandages and take care of it. Take some deep breaths and just stay calm. I’ll be right back.”

      The calmness with which she spoke to Marie-Laure belied the rage Kelly felt at the monsters who so senselessly had just stabbed her friend. Jumping to her feet, she walked over to each of the men in turn and dragged them into the barn. Both were cursing her relentlessly as she did so. Once out of sight she knelt over the man with the broken arm and with all her might delivered two lethal karate chops to his throat in rapid succession. She then picked up the knife and spun around to address the man who had stabbed Marie-Laure, saying only, “You know what they say, ‘Live by the sword’ . . .” as she drove the knife straight into his heart.
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      Mason was led down the stairs into the basement of the huge home. At the bottom of the steps the man cut the zip ties off his wrists and said to him, “Give me the coat. No prisoners are allowed to have coats.”

      Knowing the tablets were in the inside pocket, Mason protested, “Come on, man. It’s freezing down here. I’m going to be dead in a day or two anyway. Can’t you at least let me be warm for my last few hours on earth?”

      “Gimme the fucking coat or I’ll split your face with the butt of my gun, asshole!”

      Mason removed his cherished hooded parka and handed it to the man who then headed back upstairs and bolted the door. As he walked into a larger room in the basement, Mason saw there were at least a dozen other people being kept in this makeshift jail, all sitting on the floor in different spots around the room. Their ages ran the gamut. A young girl of thirteen or fourteen, an old couple who appeared to be in their eighties, and everything in between. They were all unwashed, poorly fed, and had an overwhelming sense of hopelessness about them.

      Trying in his own humble way to bring a just a hint of cheer, Mason said, “Hello, everyone.”

      The reaction from his newfound cell mates was immediate and negative. Everyone shook their heads, and many put their index finger to their lips to indicate talking was not allowed. Shrugging his shoulders Mason walked around the basement for the next twenty minutes or so surveying his new confines. There was a small bathroom with just a toilet and a sink in one corner. He could see that the windows, which were typical small rectangular openings high on the wall, had been boarded up with fresh plywood and woodscrews. There were empty boxes stacked up to the nine-foot-tall ceilings against one side. And there was a back basement door boarded up with heavy framing lumber and lag bolts. Escape by stealth was looking unlikely. Violence was going to be the more feasible option.

      Finally, he settled down and found a spot against an empty stretch of wall to sit on the floor by himself. He thought of Addie and Kelly, safe and snug, high in their mountaintop chalet. It made him happy to think they were protected from the madness—but sad to realize how unlikely it was that he would ever see them again. Worst of all, they would never know what had happened to him.

      After about an hour, the young teenage girl came over and sat down next to him. At first, she just sat there and said nothing. But eventually she whispered to him, “Talking is against the rules. Last week they beat a man horribly after he was caught talking.”

      “How do they know if we whisper?”

      “Sometimes people tell on each other to get extra food or a blanket.”

      “Aren’t you worried someone will tell you on you?” he asked.

      “Not really. The guards know that the big boss likes me and doesn’t want me hurt.”

      “What do you mean when you say he likes you?”

      The girl’s demeanor suddenly changed, and she just looked down at the floor.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. I’m sorry,” Mason said.

      The girl remained silent for a long time, looking in the other direction.

      “Hey. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. Let’s talk about something else,” Mason whispered.

      “It’s okay. I know it’s the only reason I’m still alive.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “They came on the third day after everything stopped working. There were lots of them, eight or ten men, I don’t know. They were taking everything. All food, all medicines. All guns and ammunition. Everything. That’s the main purpose of this house we’re in now, is to store all the things they stole. I know, cuz there are big baskets and plastic tubs full of stuff in different rooms upstairs. Anyway, when they came to our house, my dad stood up to them and they shot him dead in cold blood, right in front of my mom and my brother and me. My mom and brother were heroes. They ran at the men and fought them, so they shot them too. I was a coward. I tried to run away. But they caught me, and I’ve been here ever since. I think it has been over a month now.”

      “My God, I am so, so sorry. What is your name?”

      “I am Claudette.”

      “Hello, Claudette. I’m Mason.”

      “Hi, Mason. Nice to meet you. It looks like they beat you up pretty good.”

      “I’m okay. My ever-growing beard will hide most of the bruises on my face, other than my eyes. But it’s these big cuts on my arm that are a bit worrying. I’m hoping they don’t get infected.”

      “How are you so well fed? Only the militia guards and the big boss eat well. Everyone else is barely given anything.”

      “I have a cottage and a farm, not far from here, that I share with some other nice people. It’s hidden away from the world, so we’ve been able to survive in peace.”

      “How did they catch you then?”

      “My daughter is allergic to something, and we can’t figure out what it is. Her attacks have been getting worse. So I had to come out from our hiding place to find medicine for her. Any kind of antihistamine will help. I was going through abandoned homes trying to find anything that might help her. But I stumbled into a home that was still occupied and the people attacked me. I had to fight to survive and, well, I killed the man who was there. So they are planning to have the big boss try me for murder when he comes again.”

      “Oh my God. You have to find a way to escape. Everyone he tries is found guilty. They shoot them out back. We hear the executions the following mornings at sunrise every time after he holds court.”

      “Yeah. I’ve been thinking about how to escape. I can promise you that. Are all of these other people here to be tried?”

      “No. Not all of them. Some of the women are kept for the guards’ entertainment. Some of the men are used for work details when they need something done. And others, well, I don’t know what they’re here for. We’re not supposed to talk so it’s hard to know their stories. Oh yeah! Before I forget. Watch out for Ivan. He’s the meanest of the guards. He comes down a couple of times a day to just push people around and hit them with his police baton. Whatever you do, don’t resist or talk back or he’ll bring the other guards and they’ll beat you, like, really bad.”

      “Thanks for the tip. How big is Ivan?”

      “He’s a little shorter than you but he’s stocky.”

      Mason just nodded, before asking, “Was he a policeman?”

      “I don’t think so. I don’t know where he got the baton. But he always has it in his belt.”

      

      Five days later, the big boss arrived. Everyone downstairs could tell by all the commotion, the talking, and the footsteps running around on the floor above. Within minutes of his arrival Claudette was summoned upstairs. About twenty minutes later she came back down the steps with tears in her eyes and went and sat by herself behind the stack of boxes in the back. Shortly afterward, Ivan came downstairs wearing Mason’s parka, covered in snow, even though it was too big for him. Mason assumed he wore it as a kind of spoils-of-war prize. He immediately grabbed Mason by the hair and dragged him upstairs.

      The trial took place in the dining room. The big boss sized Mason up as he was ushered into the room. Mason did the same in return, only with a humble expression on his face. The man was relatively young, perhaps thirty-five or forty. Mason couldn’t tell how tall he was, but he was heavyset and overweight, at least 260 pounds, if not more, with a huge head of black hair and a full, scruffy black beard. He finally spoke, “So. Where do you come from, strange man who is so well fed, who likes to steal and murder people in my towns?”

      “Good afternoon, sir. I’m terribly sorry about what happened. I come from a mountain cabin just outside of Martigny,” Mason said, lying. “And I only came to town to try and find medicine for my daughter who is allergic to something, and we don’t know what it is. I thought the home was empty. But—”

      “Stop! I’ve heard enough! I don’t really care if you killed the crazy old Swiss Deutsch man. I’m sure you think it was self-defense. Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn’t. But I have to find you guilty of carrying a weapon. I cannot make an exception for this. Keeping the peace is too important for us in these dangerous times,” the big boss replied.

      “I understand,” Mason said, looking down.

      “It’s a shame. You look like a strong man. We could have used you as one of our militiamen. We can always use good men. What did you do for a living before,” he paused for a moment, “before all this?”

      “I was a businessman in Paris. The place in the mountains was just a winter lodge we would stay in from time to time to come ski at Verbier.”

      “I see. Well, businessmen are pussies. So you probably aren’t of any use to me. You want to know what I was?”

      “What were you, sir?”

      “I owned a motorcycle repair shop here in Bex,” the man said, before erupting in proud laughter. “And I found that most of our motocross bikes still worked, after nothing else did. And look at me now! I’m the king, or more like a duke, maybe, of my own domain—four towns, soon to be five if my men and I have our way with a little expedition we’re planning. Anyway, enough chit-chat. You’re guilty of carrying a firearm. I sentence you to death by firing squad tomorrow morning. Take him back downstairs. Goodbye, businessman from Paris.”
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      As Mason was ushered back to the basement door, he looked out the window and could see that it was snowing hard, and the wind was blowing it sideways. Most of the guards were huddled in the front foyer keeping watch out of the windows. He thought to himself, If it’s snowing like this down here, it must be a total blizzard up on the mountain.

      Shortly after he sat back on his side of the room, Claudette walked over and sat down next to him. They sat in silence for a few minutes before she leaned toward him and whispered, “I brought you a present from upstairs.”

      Mason gave her a quizzical look.

      “After he was done with me, the big boss went to the bathroom before I left. So I borrowed a few things from his room, hiding them in my dress. Go look behind the boxes over there.”

      Mason waited a couple of minutes and then casually got up, stretched his legs, and began to walk around. He wandered toward the boxes and then stepped behind them. There on the floor, to his utter amazement, were three items: an unopened package of Zyrtec antihistamine, a small butter knife, and an EpiPen. He was so touched by Claudette’s kindness in the midst of the unspeakable evil all around them that he fell to his knees and wept, as he slowly, and hopelessly, packed the items into his pants pocket.

      A few minutes later he walked back and sat next to her again, and whispered, “I can’t hug you right now or everyone will know something is going on. But I don’t have words to express my gratitude. You are a wonderful, beautiful human being. Thank you.”

      With an enormous, self-conscious smile she replied, “You’re welcome.”

      “How did you know about the EpiPen?”

      “My brother was super allergic to peanuts. He had one. Mom was always reminding him to take it with him when he left the house, and he was always forgetting.”

      Still whispering, Mason said, “What was the thinking with the butter knife? It’s not much of a weapon. And I’m sure it will snap off if I try to unscrew the large woodscrews that hold the new plywood in those windows.”

      The girl just smiled.

      “What? What am I missing?”

      Finally, she said, “The one behind those boxes is different.”

      “How? What’s behind the boxes?”

      “I don’t know how to describe it. It’s not like the others. It’s smaller and really old. The wood and the screws used to close it up are different.”

      A few minutes later, Mason did another stretch-and-walk routine, taking a pass around the basement. This time when he stopped behind the boxes, he moved the two top ones just enough to see what Claudette was referring to. Sure enough, the opening there was different. He could see it had not been a window at all, but rather the hatch to an old coal chute from long ago, when people still used coal to fire their home furnaces. The opening had been covered by thin boards years before. Later it had been a dryer vent, which was obvious by the circular hole that had been cut into the center of the boards, now also covered by a different thin piece of wood. But the real reason it had probably been ignored is that whoever secured the other windows must have assumed that the average adult could not fit through the opening, even if it wasn’t boarded up. But Mason thought otherwise. His shoulders would be the issue. But if he could find a way to contort himself to squeeze one shoulder through at a time, he might just get out through the opening, if he could unscrew the boards. Squinting to see the screws, he noticed they were smaller than the ones in the other windows, and given how wood contracts slightly as it cures with age, he guessed the screws were looser than the others as well.

      A few minutes later he was sitting back next to Claudette on the floor. Patiently waiting a few minutes before whispering to her again, he finally said, “So, it looks like you’re right. Those are older boards with old screws that are likely looser than the others. Your butter knife may just be about to save my life. I guess the biggest problem I see is what can I stand on to unscrew the screws? I don’t see a chair, or table, or anything that will get me up that high. I mean, I can jump up and grab the windowsill but I’ll need both hands to hold on. I can’t do that and unscrew the screws.”

      “I could stand on your shoulders and do it.”

      “I couldn’t ask you to do that. You’ve done more than enough already. Someone is bound to rat you out after I’ve gone, and the big boss will punish you severely for helping me. He may even kill you.”

      “They won’t be able to hurt me . . . because I’m coming with you.”

      “Oh. Um. Claudette, I’m sorry. No. You can’t come with me,” Mason said as gently as he could.

      Claudette teared up immediately and said, “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to be responsible for your death. Did you look outside? It’s snowing like crazy. And where I’m going is at very high altitude. So up there it is surely a full-blown blizzard with subzero temperatures. You are wearing cloth tennis shoes and you have no coat. You would be dead in ninety minutes or less. I can’t be responsible for that.”

      “But you don’t have a coat either,” she protested.

      “I don’t have one right now. But I plan to have one before I leave. And I’m wearing insulated hiking boots with wool socks.”

      Turning away so Mason wouldn’t see her crying, Claudette gathered herself together and then turned back to him and said, “I don’t care if I die out there. Being here is worse than being dead. I’d rather die trying to get away than stay here.”

      “Claudette, please. Don’t do this. Don’t put this on me. You are such an amazing, sweet girl. This will all be over someday, and you are going to survive it and you will go on to live a full, happy life. I know it. You will not see the sunrise tomorrow if you leave with me. Don’t make me carry your death on my conscience—if I survive—and that’s a big if.”

      Looking away from Mason again, Claudette shook her head from side to side, saying, “I’m not going to undo the screws if you don’t promise to take me with you.”

      “Claudette, please. It’s suicide.”

      She got up to walk away. But before she could leave, Mason grabbed her arm, saying, “Okay. Sit back down.” After she sat Mason’s voice changed to a much more serious, fatherly tone. He continued, “If I let you come with me, you need to understand what is likely to happen. From my point of view, nothing is going to come between me and getting home to my family. Nothing and no one. That means if you are freezing to death on that mountain, I can’t stay with you and freeze to death trying to save you. It means, Claudette, that if you come with me, and you can’t keep up, then I’m going to leave you to die on the mountain. Tell me you understand that.”

      “I understand,” she quickly answered with excitement.

      “No. Look at me. Look me in the eye. I don’t think you get it. Look at me.” After she timidly looked him in the eye and saw a very different Mason than she had come to know over the past few days, he said, “I will leave you out there if I have to. Tell me you understand that and are still willing to come.”

      More somberly now she replied, “I understand. And I’m still coming with you.”

      

      Sometime just after midnight, when most of the others were already asleep, Mason and Claudette quietly walked over behind the boxes and moved them one by one to make just enough room for her to stand on his shoulders. Within five minutes all the old screws were out.

      Claudette whispered, “That’s the last one. Do you want me to pull the boards off now?”

      “No. Leave them in place until we are ready to go. Otherwise, the basement will be freezing cold in a matter of minutes. Hop down now.”

      Back on the floor she said, “When are we going?”

      “The next time Ivan comes down.”

      “Suppose he doesn’t come down again tonight?”

      “Then we have to do something to make him come down.”

      “Why would you want him to come down when we’re trying to sneak out?”

      “Because he has my coat and I need it back.”

      “What?! How do you think you’re going to get it from him? He has that big baton. He’ll beat you and then they’ll shoot you when the sun comes up and I’ll never escape.”

      “Just leave Ivan to me.”

      

      Two hours later, Ivan had still not come down. Mason knew they had to do something to get him to come to the basement, without arousing the suspicion of the other guards. Finally, Mason felt they were out of time. So he said to Claudette, in a normal tone of voice, “Well, I guess we need to start talking out loud. That should get him down here, shouldn’t it?”

      Claudette looked at him in horror. Two of the other prisoners who were still awake shushed him. But Mason continued speaking in a normal tone of voice. Within twenty seconds they heard feet stomping on the floor above and someone turning the bolt on the door to the basement.

      “Game on,” Mason said, with a subtle smile.

      “You’re ruining everything,” Claudette said as she fought back tears.

      The stomping feet were now coming down the stairs. “Which one of you sorry fuckers is looking for a beatdown!” bellowed Ivan as he charged into the room. “You know the rules! Who was talking?!”

      “Oh, there you are, Ivy. Actually, I was the one talking. Wait. What the fuck?! Where’s my coat? What is this tiny-ass blue thing you’re wearing? Where is my big orange down parka?”

      Mason’s sudden confidence caught Ivan completely off guard. He was accustomed to everyone cowering before him. Mason’s attitude set him back momentarily and his eyes belied the fear he had of anyone standing up to him. “I lost it in a card game. This is my old one.” Then suddenly remembering himself, Ivan went back to his normal act. “But who are you to ask me anything! You’re a dead man in a few hours. But before you die, you’re going to get the beating of your life.”

      And with that, Ivan swung his baton at Mason.

      Stepping slightly aside, Mason caught Ivan’s swinging arm by the forearm, pulling him off balance and into his fist as he punched him square in the nose. Still holding the arm, Mason spun himself under it, causing Ivan to do a full flip, landing on his back. The sound of the guard crashing onto the concrete floor with a thud was followed by a huge cracking noise, as Mason snapped the man’s arm. Just as Ivan was about to cry out in pain, Mason, now holding the baton, brought it down full force on Ivan’s mouth, knocking out every tooth he had in a single blow. Now only choking groans could be heard coming from the evil guard as he tried to avoid swallowing his own teeth. But the groans were loud enough that they needed to be silenced. So Mason immediately followed the blow to the mouth with a similar blow to his forehead, knocking Ivan out cold.

      As if the violent encounter had never happened, Mason quickly but calmly stripped him of his blue coat, saying, “This thing is not going to fit me, and it doesn’t even have a hood. Why did we have to get the guard who was crap at cards?” Putting the coat on and giving it a quick test to zip it up, Mason then turned to the other prisoners who were all awake by now, and said, “I know you may be thinking there is an extra meal or two in it for you if you cry out for help right now. But I promise you, even though they’re going to kill me, I will kill you before they do. Any one of you calls out or raises the alarm in any way, I promise you I will break your fucking neck before they take me down.” He then pointed to the old woman sitting on the floor next to her husband and said, “You. Give me your wool sweater. They’ll find you another one. We need it.”

      The woman hesitated, initially shaking her head as if to resist. So Mason raised the baton up over his head and threatened her husband with it, saying, “Okay, so I won’t hit an old woman, but I will crack your hubby across the head with this if you don’t get that sweater off—right now!”

      The woman immediately complied. Mason tossed it over to Claudette and said, “Put this on. It’s not a coat but it will help.” Turning back to the old woman he said, “I’m sorry to do that. I mean it. But it might make the difference between life and death for her tonight.” Then, just as he and Claudette turned to head to the tiny opening behind the boxes, Mason suddenly reached down and jerked the blanket off a man in his fifties, saying, “I know you got this for ratting out a guy in here a few weeks ago. You don’t deserve it, you weasel.” He then turned to all of them and said, “Don’t feel too bad. The odds are better than not that we’ll be dead before morning.” With that, they ran to the opening behind the boxes. Boosting Claudette in the air, she had the boards off in seconds and easily squeezed out of the hole herself. Next, Mason pulled himself up and wiggled and writhed for almost a minute before slipping through.

      As he had seen earlier upstairs, none of the guards were outdoors. The question was, were they watching out of the windows? He and Claudette made their way around the front of the house, carefully ducking as they walked beneath each window. As he had hoped, parked on the street in front were the motorcycles. There were four parked off to the left, closest to them, and another two farther away on the right.

      Mason said, “You stay here. Do not move til I motion for you to come jump on the back. I’m going first, to see if the keys are in them. If they come out and catch me, you run like hell off behind the house and don’t look back. Just keep running.”

      Trying to walk normally so as not to draw attention to himself, Mason strode calmly but with purpose out from the side of the house to the group of four motorcycles on the street directly in front of them. He had already decided that walking across the front view to check the other two bikes was too risky. Sure enough, all four bikes had keys in them. He removed the keys from the three other bikes and put them in his pocket. Then got on the fourth and turned the ignition to on but did not press start yet. He motioned for Claudette to come join him. She was busy wrapping the blanket around herself and did not initially see him. He knew he couldn’t yell, so he had to wait another ten seconds before she saw him waving her over.

      Just as she began to run toward him the front door opened and one of the guards yelled, “Hey! Get off that bike!” Almost immediately the guard began firing his pistol in Mason’s direction. Claudette ran through the gunfire and leapt onto the back as Mason peeled off down the snow-covered street, slipping and sliding as he went. Holding onto Mason’s waist with all her might, she didn’t have a good grip on the blanket but was too frightened of falling to do anything but hold on to him. As a result, unbeknownst to Mason, the blanket blew off within the first fifty meters as they sped away. But at that moment, Claudette didn’t care. It was the first freedom she had known in over a month of pure hell. Mason couldn’t help but smile as he heard her repeated screams of joy as they sped off into the night.
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      Several hours earlier

      

      It was just past ten o’clock in the evening when the ancient Mini Cooper turned down the unlit street in a working-class suburb of Marseille. The blood on the driver’s seat, which belonged to its previous owner, had not fully dried since they began their journey. The homes were all nondescript, almost as if by design. The car came to a stop in front of one such home. The only thing that distinguished it from the others was the five men standing outside with AK-47 assault rifles. The men standing guard all approached in awe at seeing a working car as much as to exhibit a show of force.

      As the driver turned off the engine, the man in the passenger seat rolled down the window and said with a laugh, “Put your guns down, you bunch of sissy motherfuckers!”

      “Jorgo!” the man closest to him exclaimed. “I can’t believe it. You’re alive! My God, it’s a miracle! Ujku has been living in hell. He will lose his mind with joy. We had no word, no nothing. We assumed you were dead.” Bending down to see the driver, the man then said, “Is that Adis? It is! This is just wonderful! Where is Melos?”

      Gently easing himself out of the car, Jorgo replied, “Melos didn’t make it.”

      “Oh fuck. I’m so sorry. What happened?”

      “We’ll explain everything inside. I want to see my brother.”

      “Of course. Yes. We go inside.” Seeing Jorgo walking slowly the man said, “Are you okay?”

      “Jorgo is fine. A crazy bitch shot me. I’ve been in a hospital for over a month. But Jorgo is better now.”

      As the men approached, Ujku saw them out the window. He came flying off the porch and lifted his brother in the air in a giant bear hug. Jorgo let out a small grunt as Ujku grabbed him.

      Openly weeping tears of joy as he hugged his brother, Ujku said, “I thought you were dead. But here you are. God has answered my prayers.” He continued to hug Jorgo for another full minute before releasing him. Still holding on to both of his shoulders, he leaned back to have a look at him, saying, “I can’t believe it. You are really here. Where the fuck have you been?”

      “I got shot. I’ve been in hospital in Paris.”

      “Who shot you? That American business fucker!?” Ujku asked as he motioned for Jorgo to go inside with him.

      “No. His crazy bitch wife. And I’m gonna kill that cunt and their whole fucking family.”

      “Okay. Of course we will. If you know where they are, we’ll fucking gut them like pigs—you just say the word.”

      “Adis knows where they are. He followed her on the motorcycle one day.”

      Adis interjected, “I can’t be certain they are there. But I followed her with the AirTag to that place way up in the mountains of Switzerland.”

      “They’re there. I know they are. And that bitch is gonna die,” Jorgo added.

      Ujku replied, “Okay. If that’s where they are, then that’s where we will go. Tell me, where is Melos?”

      “Melos is dead. The husband stabbed him. He seemed okay when we arrived to hospital but then the electricity went out and no one knew what to do. It was crazy. The doctors, they were working on me, so I guess they waited to work on him. He bled to death inside before they took care of him. No one knew how badly he was hurt.”

      Ujku waited a moment, taking it all in, before asking, “How did you stay in the hospital all this time? We hear Paris is overrun with gangs and mobs of desperate people.”

      “This is true. But Adis was not hurt, and he had our guns. There was also a policeman in hospital who had been stabbed in a robbery. So other police were there to see him when the electricity stopped. For the last month they always had someone watching him. Between them and Adis we were always able to scare the mobs away.”

      “We’ve been doing the same with the boys out front, as you saw when you came up,” Ujku said with a laugh as he offered Jorgo a seat in the living room, before saying, “Well, you look good now. Are you okay? Where did the crazy bitch shoot you?”

      Jorgo did not immediately answer. His face took on a look of intense emotion, almost as if he was about to cry. After a long pause he looked at the other men standing in the room and subtly motioned with a quick tilt of his head that he wanted them to leave.

      Ujku erupted immediately, yelling, “What the fuck are you idiots still doing in here. Who is guarding the house? Get the fuck outside. All of you, get the fuck out!”
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      Mason headed south toward Collonges, as fast as he felt he could ride the motorcycle in the snowstorm and not crash. Regularly checking his mirror, he soon saw what he had been expecting. In the distance behind him he could see the headlights of the two motorcycles whose keys he was not able to get. They were closing on him fast, as their drivers were more skilled with dirt bikes. Suddenly, about a mile before they reached Collonges, Mason drove off the roadway to the left and across a field over to the base of the mountain. Gunning the engine, he climbed the mountain as far as he could with the motorcycle, making it fifty or sixty yards up into the trees before it became so steep that the bike fell over and banged against a tree. He immediately turned off the engine and took the key. He and Claudette then began jogging south through the forest in the foot-deep snow.

      As they were running, she asked him, “Why did you drive off the road and up into the trees?”

      “Look back down to the field we just crossed,” he replied.

      As Claudette looked out into the distance, she saw the headlights of their pursuers leave the road and cross the field toward them, following the exact path they had just taken two minutes before. “What are we going to do?” she said in a frightened voice.

      “Just keep up with me. If the big boss’s hit men are going to find us, they’re going to have to get off their bikes and hike through the mountain forest in a blizzard to do it. And I’m betting they have neither the clothing nor the will to follow us. Full disclosure, we are closer to my family’s chalet than I let on to anyone. But because they can follow the motorcycle’s tracks in the snow, there is no way I was going to drive home and risk having them follow us. I’m betting they give up and go home for the night. And I’m also betting that the snow will last long enough into the nighttime to cover our tracks completely by morning.”

      “Awesome! Thank God. How close are we to your chalet?”

      “Yeah, uh, that’s the bad news. If we could fly up this mountain, it’s only between two and three miles from here. But as we get to higher altitude, the mountain is way too steep to climb. We’ll have to walk up an old single-lane road, which is about ten miles long from the bottom and maybe seven miles long from where we’ll hit it, when you count the zigzagging back and forth. We have it blocked by lots of downed trees in several places, so they won’t be able to ride up, they’ll have to walk too—assuming they believe we even went up there. They think I’m from Martigny. So their most likely conclusion will be that we died in the blizzard, having run into the forest of an unknown mountain.”

      “Okay. I didn’t follow all of that, but I trust you,” she said through her panting. Stopping for a moment to lean against a tree, she continued, “Can we please catch our breath for just a minute?”

      “Sure,” came the reply. “We need to pace ourselves. We have a long night ahead of us.”

      “What do you mean? How long before you think we’ll make it to the chalet?”

      “There is no way we can make it to the chalet tonight. We’re going to have to spend the night out here. It’s simply too far and we will both freeze to death long before we get there, as ill equipped as we are.”

      Just then she pointed back down to the field in the distance and said, “Look! They’re leaving—just like you said!”

      “Yep. I thought that this was more than they bargained for. They’re convinced that we’re going to die in this storm. Our job now is to prove them wrong. Uh, did you hear the last part of what I said before?”

      “Yeah. You were talking crazy. Something about sleeping out here. But you can’t mean that. Like, if we’re going to freeze if we’re walking, of course we’ll freeze if we lay down in the snow and try to sleep.”

      “Maybe. But it’s not certain. We need to hike at least another mile before we get to where I want to go, and we can reassess there. Let’s keep walking at a quick pace—primarily south—and try to climb in elevation just a little bit with each few steps so we’re getting at least some vertical height along the way.”

      Ninety minutes later they were both near complete exhaustion and hypothermia—especially poor Claudette. She begged Mason, “I know I promised . . . that I would . . . not slow you . . . down. Go ahead . . . and leave me. I can’t go . . . any farther. My feet are . . . blocks of ice. I can’t . . . feel them. I’m . . . done. You go.”

      “It’s just a little farther. I know we have to hit it soon. And then we’ll have a bit of work to do to build a shelter.”

      “I can’t. I’m frozen. I can . . . barely breathe . . . I . . .”

      “There it is! Look! The zigzag road up the mountain. I knew we were close! Listen, there are at least two roadblocks of trees farther down below where we are now. That means if the bikers come back in the morning, they won’t be able to drive up here and our tracks will be buried if they try to come over the mountain. So they’ll just give up again. Come on! We just need to walk a few hundred meters up this road to where the next set of trees are blocking it and we can build a snow fort. Come on, Claudette! You can do it. One foot in front of the other!”

      Finally, after twenty minutes of painfully grinding up the road, they came to the next roadblock. Something about the trees laying across the road seemed off. There were twice the number of trees across the road than he remembered. But in his desperate condition, Mason did not think anything of it. Had he taken the time to assess the situation he would have realized that the first five or six trees he and Talib had originally felled had been moved just enough to create room for cars to pass. It was only the second set of trees that was now blocking the road again. What Mason could not have known was that this was the farthest down the mountain that Talib had come in re-blocking the road. All their other roadblocks from this point down to Collonges remained open.

      Climbing through the various interwoven felled trees to get to the one farthest uphill from the others, Mason brushed the snow off the trunk and said to Claudette, “Here you go. Have a seat and rest for a few minutes while I build us an igloo.”

      Claudette collapsed on the trunk, resting for a few minutes before saying, “How do you build an igloo with no tools?”

      “Well, it’s not exactly an igloo. But it will serve the same purpose when it’s done. I’m basically just taking scrap chunks of wood, breaking them to the right size if I need to, and leaning them on either side of this tree trunk that is sitting a few feet in the air and running parallel with the ground, kind of like a two-sided lean-to. Then you’re going to help me pick tiny branches of pine needles off the trees—no bigger than your forearm. We need lots of them, like, hundreds of them. We’ll put half of them all over, around and in the crevices of the wood we’ve leaned against the tree trunk beam. We’ll then throw lots of snow on top of it until it’s buried. The additional falling snow will bury it further—all of which will create a great insulative barrier from the wind—trapping our body heat inside, so we’ll be able to get warm.” As he finished his sentence, he noticed that she was shaking uncontrollably from her hypothermic condition. He knew they had to work fast. He added, “Hey, I know you want to rest but you’ll stay warmer if you keep moving. Let’s start picking lots of pine needles off of these trees. The ones we don’t put on the outside will go on the inside to create a barrier on the floor between us and the snow.”

      

      Forty minutes later their makeshift igloo was complete, and they crawled inside out of the snow and wind in a desperate search for warmth.

      By now Claudette, curled up in the fetal position, was beyond exhaustion and severely frostbitten. Mason said to her, “I’m most worried about your feet. I’m going to try to warm them up.”

      She replied in a voice barely above a whisper, “I can’t feel them at all. It’s like they aren’t even there.”

      Mason removed her shoes and socks and saw that her feet were purple. The blood in her feet was frozen. He set about rubbing them and blowing on them trying desperately to warm them up. “Your shoes and socks are blocks of solid ice. So you can’t put them back on, it will be like putting your feet in a freezer. Leave them bare. It’s well above freezing in here now. Here, we have to share what body heat we have.” Pulling her closer he opened up Ivan’s blue coat and tried to wrap some of it under her and some of it over her as he pulled her into his chest. “Put your feet between my thighs to try to keep them warm in the night.”

      Her wool sweater was soaked clean through. But he knew that even wet, wool still insulates. She was drifting in and out of consciousness and continuing to shake uncontrollably. He pulled her in as tightly as he could in the hopes of warming her enough to save her feet, and her life.
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      “Claudette. Wake up. Claudette. Hey, wake up. Do you hear that?” Mason said in a voice no louder than a whisper.

      Only the faintest grunt came back as a reply. Looking about four feet away at the small air hole opening they had left at the end of their igloo, Mason could see it was daylight outside and that heavy snow was continuing to fall. Their makeshift hut had done its job well. In fact, he hated to have to leave.

      Trying with greater urgency, Mason shook her as hard as he dared and said, “Claudette! You have to wake up! We gotta go.” Reverting back to a whisper he added, “I hear motorcycles. I have no idea how these fuckers got past the lower roadblocks, but they’re coming and we have to get out of here—now!”

      “Wha—oh. I’m so cold. I can’t feel my feet,” came her reply.

      It was only then that Mason realized she was still barefoot. He grabbed her socks and shoes but could tell immediately that they were still a partially frozen slush. More frightening was the fact that her feet were still purple and cold as blocks of ice.

      Rubbing her feet as hard and fast as he could, he said, “Listen, this is going to really hurt, but you have to put these back on. We need to go. The bad guys are coming.”

      “I can’t move,” came the reply. “I can’t feel my feet and I can’t move. You have to go without me.”

      “Claudette, come on! Please, at least try!”

      Just then the motorcycle noise, which had been growing louder, was just outside—as if they were only twenty or thirty feet away. Then, as they arrived at the lower side of the roadblock, the engines went silent.

      Mason crawled quickly over to the edge of the opening to peer out and see what they were doing. As he pulled away from Claudette she moaned, “Ohhh. Stay. You’re warm.”

      “Shh!” he whispered as sternly as he could trying to shush her, even though it was clear that she did not understand their predicament.

      Peeking his head out, Mason could see that the two motorcycles had been carrying three men—one of whom was the big boss. They were assessing the roadblock and whether or not to try to remove it. It would be a herculean task with only two motorcycles and a snow-covered road, even if they had a rope or cable.

      Mason thought to himself, I can’t believe they haven’t seen our little shelter yet. What are the odds that these fuckers just go away and search for us elsewhere?

      At that moment he heard the big boss say to one of the men, “Climb your skinny ass back into those fallen trees and see if you’re able to move any of them. Maybe the snow on the road will help them slide.”

      The man began climbing over the trees, shaking each as he tried to move it. One by one he worked his way closer to their snow hut. Mason pulled his head back in and frantically looked for anything he could use as a weapon. From the inside of their shelter, he could see the backside of all the makeshift framing wood that he had busted with his foot the night before. Splintering off of one of them was a chunk of wood that had a sharp pointed edge at the end that he thought he could use as a shank. He ripped it away from the log it was attached to.

      He then crawled back over to Claudette and placed his hand over her mouth, whispering, “Shhh. Don’t make a sound. They’re just outside but don’t know we’re here.”

      She nodded that she understood.

      Mason could hear the man’s feet crackling on the snow immediately outside their shelter, but somehow, miraculously, the man still had not recognized what it was. Shaking their tree trunk a few feet farther down he said, “I can’t budge this one either!”

      The big boss replied, “Okay. It’s unlikely they went up the mountain anyway. It’s a lot easier to walk down than up this mountain, especially when you’re desperate for shelter. Let’s check more houses in Collonges.”

      But the man continued to stand there with his back to their shelter for another thirty seconds or so, which seemed like an hour to Mason. Finally, he had just taken one step toward climbing back over the trees to leave when Claudette said in a full-volumed voice, “I’m cold!”

      The man spun back around and yelled, “Hey! Someone’s here!”

      At that instant, Mason dove through the side wall of his makeshift shelter, obliterating it in a wood- and snow-filled explosion, rising out of the tangled trees with both hands in the air and body-checking the man backward, causing him to stumble over a branch behind him and fall hard on his back. Before he knew what was happening Mason was on top of him, stabbing him repeatedly in the side of his neck with the wood shank, severing his carotid artery. Blood spewed wildly from the wounds covering Mason’s face and the white snow all around. The man began to lose consciousness from the loss of blood pressure, and would be dead within a minute. The big boss and his other comrade began firing their AR-15s wildly in the direction of the two struggling men.

      Having dispatched the man beneath him, Mason grabbed the pistol off the man’s belt and crawled on his hands and knees to the edge of the road on the downhill side of the mountain. Dropping off the side of the road and down the ten-foot embankment, Mason disappeared amongst the trees in the dense forest below the road. Unsure of their plan for Claudette, he found a protected spot about thirty feet inside the forest that still offered partial views of what was happening up on the road. After a few minutes, the two men carefully made their way over toward where their dead comrade lay. Once they were convinced Mason was gone, they pulled the rest of the hut apart to find semi-lucid Claudette still laying there, hypothermic and frostbitten.

      “Help me. Please. I’m so cold,” she said.

      In a fit of rage, the big boss grabbed the young girl by her hair as she screamed at the top of her lungs. Dragging her to the edge of the road that overlooked the forest where Mason had escaped, he lifted her up in the air with one hand and yelled down into the trees, “Hey, Paris businessman! Are you looking!? This is your fault. See what you make me do. I hope you are satisfied!” He pulled out his pistol, and shot little Claudette in the back of the head, blowing her brains out where her forehead had been a moment before. He then dropped her lifeless body off the side of the road, down the embankment into the forest, the virgin white snow now soaked red with her blood.

      From his vantage point in the forest Mason witnessed the sweet little girl’s execution in utter horror and disbelief. But within moments his tears of anguish turned to tears of rage. As he saw the two men making their way back toward their motorcycles he turned around and sprinted downhill as fast as he could navigate the trees. The slope of the mountain was so steep that he was more often sliding on his butt or falling downhill than he was running. He heard the motorcycles’ engines start, which caused him to run even faster and slide downhill more recklessly as he desperately tried to make it to the road below before the two men passed by on their way down the mountain.

      Given the steep slope of the mountain, the zigzag road perpetually has a steep bank on the uphill side of the road and an equally steep bank off the downhill side. Mason arrived at the next lower section of the road a full minute before the big boss and his comrade. His position put him in the perfect vantage point, about eight feet above the road below him, on which they’d be passing momentarily. He searched frantically for something to throw down on them—a boulder, anything.

      Finally, as he heard the sound of their engines approaching, he saw the branches of a small dead tree sticking out from the snow-covered forest floor. Pulling it free from the snow and brush he discovered a long-dead tree about twelve to fifteen feet tall. By the time he was able to drag it to the edge of the forest the first motorcycle, the one on which the big boss was riding, was almost upon him. Mason arrived at the hill over the road at the exact same moment, timing it perfectly to hurl the tree off the ledge and on top of the big boss as he passed by below, knocking him off the bike in a classic clothesline motion. Injured and dazed, the big boss lay there motionless. His comrade following behind slammed on his brakes in a panic, causing him to lose control of the bike on the snow-covered road.

      Mason slid down the embankment landing upright on the road below just as the second man scrambled to get back to his feet and pull his AR-15 off his back. Unfortunately for him, he was one second too slow. From fifteen feet away, Mason shot the man twice in the chest with precision accuracy, and then calmly walked over and shot him again in the head. He then walked back to where the big boss was lying in the road.

      As Mason appeared standing above him, the injured man said, “I can give you anything you—”

      Cutting him off mid-sentence, Mason said, “Save it, you evil fucking piece of shit. This is for Claudette,” and shot him twice in the forehead at point blank range.

      Coming off his extreme adrenaline high, Mason looked around for a dry place to sit down. The overturned motorcycle of the big boss’s comrade was the obvious choice. Soon he realized that he was still freezing cold, but his right leg was somehow warm. It dawned on him that he was sitting next to a piping-hot motorcycle engine. For the next ten minutes he laid every part of his body across the engine, in various contorted positions. The newfound warmth helped lift his spirits from the horrific sight he had just witnessed. Finally, he picked the bike up out of the snow, started it, and rode it back up to the roadblock.

      With the snow continuing to fall and a limited amount of daylight available in which to make it home, Mason knew he couldn’t properly deal with Claudette’s body today. He retrieved it from the bottom of the embankment and put her back in what remained of their shelter, sealing it as completely as he could in the hopes of protecting it until he and Talib could return to give her a proper burial. He tried to lift the motorcycle over the roadblock of trees, thinking he had a chance to ride his way home, but it was simply too heavy, so he set about the long hike up the mountain road. He had not realized until this moment that his right boot had been full of snow the prior evening and he was now suffering from frostbite himself. By the end of the first hour of hiking up the road, he was walking with a pronounced limp from the excruciating pain.

      

      Just before sunset that evening, up at the chalet, Talib was walking past the living room window when he saw the figure of an unfamiliar man emerge from the forest on the far side of the field. Clearly another straggler had somehow made his way to the top of the mountain. He could see the man was thin and haggard, with wild hair filled with snow, an unkempt beard, a strange blue coat, and walking with a limp as if he were a character from an episode of The Walking Dead.

      Talib thought to himself, After what you creatures did to Marie-Laure, we’re not taking any chances this time.

      Reaching to the top of the bookcase he pulled down one of the confiscated M4 rifles. Without saying a word to anyone, he walked out to the front porch and took aim at the man two hundred meters in the distance.

      At that same moment, Kelly was running down the stairs, having seen the man from the upstairs window. She said, “Someone’s coming. I can’t tell who it is but he’s the same size as Mason.” Just as she finished her sentence, she saw Talib through the living room window, aiming the gun. “Talib, no!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. But it was too late. He squeezed the trigger at the exact moment of her cry. The report of the gunshot echoed across the mountaintop as the man collapsed motionless to the ground.
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      The limited electricity powering Whitehall and Westminster had improved further in the prior week, with close-to-normal power service restored to a roughly one-square-mile area around Parliament. This included secure landline phone service in and between the key branches of government. Spencer was standing in the hall outside his office at MI6 headquarters talking with a colleague when his PA stuck her head outside the door.

      “So sorry to interrupt, sir, but the PM is on the phone for you,” she said.

      “Oh! Great. Please tell Elizabeth I’ll be there in thirty seconds,” Spencer replied.

      “It’s not his PA, sir. It’s the PM himself,” came the reply.

      “Oh bugger! Excuse me,” Spencer said to his colleague as he ran to his desk to take the call.

      Grabbing his phone, he said, “Prime Minister. To what do I owe the pleasure, sir?”

      “Hello, Spencer. I’ve just been on with President Johnson. Where are you with this Pavlushov business?”

      “Well, sir, all we know for certain is that there are people at his compound now, whereas just a week ago it was empty. We strongly suspect he is there.”

      “So, you’re not sure he’s even there?! That’s not good enough, man. The president is under extreme pressure from all sides to launch a counterattack. It has been over five weeks since the EMP. We need solid confirmation that he’s there and a plan to engage him—and we need it in the next seventy-two hours.”

      “Sorry, sir? Why seventy-two hours?”

      “That’s the deadline. Johnson is done waiting for this plan to come through. He’s dealing with people and events on his end that he won’t disclose even to me. Suffice it to say he fears he may not even have that long. He’s firm on this. In three days’ time he’s pushing the button. If we can’t find Pavlushov, talk to him, and convince him that the West and the Russian people are ready and willing for him to rule, then this whole thing goes nuclear. What they hell is taking you so long? I thought you had a former agent stationed just a mile or so from the house?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s correct. Unfortunately, her husband left a little over a week ago to search for medicine for their little girl and he has not been seen or heard from since.”

      “Okay. I’m sorry for them. But can’t someone else walk over there?”

      “She categorically refuses, sir. Pavlushov has a small army of heavily armed soldiers around his villa. She is the only parent the little girl has left if her husband does not return. She doesn’t want to risk being shot. She keeps pushing back that we should send someone.”

      “And?”

      “Well, um. Sir, we tried. Or at least we asked. And the reply has consistently been that we have so few operational aircraft, and, um, that all of them are focused on domestic operations trying to save people from starvation and riots.”

      “Well, that’s true. We can’t spare any aircraft without British subjects dying as a result. Good God, man, can’t you send a drone or something with a message?”

      “We tried that too, sir. They shot it down . . . over a canyon. So, uh, we assume they have not bothered to climb down into the canyon to retrieve the note we were trying to deliver.”

      “Listen. I don’t have time to figure out the specifics. That’s what I pay you for. I thought you had this solved—as you’ve been pushing hard for this from the start. It’s time to put up or get out of the way. I’ll give you another forty-eight hours. If you can’t solve this and deliver me a dialogue with Pavlushov in the next two days, then I’ll find someone who can. Need I remind you this is not just another assignment? There are millions of lives at stake here. Step up, man. Get it done!”

      “Yes, sir—” Spencer tried to reply, as the line went dead.
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      Kelly peeked into the bedroom for the twentieth time that day. And for the first time she saw what she had been hoping for. Mason was awake.

      Squealing like a little girl in high school she ran across the room and jumped on his bed, hugging and kissing him, saying, “You have no idea the scare you gave us! Two in fact. We thought you had died somehow in the valley, for sure. And then we thought Talib had shot you! Even when we first got to you, I was sure you were dead. You were out cold. What happened?”

      Still groggy from nineteen hours of sleep, he replied in a voice not much above a whisper, “What time is it?”

      “It’s just after twelve noon. You got back yesterday at dusk.”

      “Yeah. I was worried you might not recognize me coming, in my present state.” Pausing a moment, he finished his thought, “So when I heard the report from the rifle, I hit the deck. I knew right away it was Talib. He couldn’t hit the side of the barn with a rifle. If it had been you, I’d be dead. That’s the last thing I remember. Water. I’d kill for a glass of water.”

      “Got a glass and a whole pitcher right there,” she said pointing to his bedside table. “Yeah, I think you went out cold when you dove for the dirt. From the looks of you it was more likely from exhaustion and malnutrition than anything else.”

      Mason reached across to grab the glass of water and Kelly saw the unhealed knife wounds on his left forearm that were on their way to becoming massive scars from lack of proper medical care.

      She said, “I saw those cuts. What happened there?” as she reached for his arm.

      Mason instinctively withdrew his arm from her and just shook his head definitively from side to side.

      Kelly replied, “Okay. It’s okay. You can tell me whenever you’re ready.”

      Mason finished drinking the entire glass of water and slowly took a breath. Then, looking her in the eye, said, “No. Don’t ask me about it . . . about any of it—ever.”

      Initially taken aback by both what he was saying and how he was saying it, Kelly hesitated for a few seconds before nodding her head and replying slowly, “Okay. Fair enough. I won’t.”

      Just then Mason saw someone peeking around the corner of the doorway to the room. Changing his demeanor completely he said, loudly, “Where is the most beautiful girl in the world hiding? I came home expecting to see her? Where is she?”

      Addie jumped out from behind the doorway and yelled, “You knew I was here!”

      “Get over here, beautiful!” Mason yelled.

      Addie ran across the room as fast as she could, scrambled up on the bed, and threw herself across Mason, hugging him as hard as she could. Eventually, she asked, “How was your trip, Daddy?”

      Mason raised his eyebrows and bobbed his head back and forth for a moment before saying, “It was kind of hard, sweet girl. I didn’t take good care of myself on my trip. I didn’t get enough to eat, and I ended up sleeping in the snow two nights ago. My boot had a bunch of snow in it, and I was so cold I didn’t even know it. So now my foot really hurts, and I have a bit of a limp. But you know what? Now that I’m home, none of that matters! And everything is going to be great for us all.”

      Kelly said, “We drove Max over to pick you up. And you may not have noticed but I changed your clothes.”

      With a big, crazy smile, Mason looked at Addie and said, “What is Mommy talking about? She changed my clothes?!” as they both giggled.

      Kelly continued, “Well . . . you were soaking wet, and I was worried you might be hurt so I checked you all over and put you in dry clothes. I saw the frostbite on that foot. You’ve got two pairs of wool socks over it under the covers.”

      “Thank you for taking care of me, Mommy,” Mason said, as he leaned in to give her a kiss.

      She held her nose to kiss him back, which caused Addie to erupt in laughter.

      “Shall we tell him, honey?” Kelly said to Addie.

      With a massive smile, Addie nodded her head.

      “You can tell him,” Kelly added.

      “You smell stinky, Daddy,” Addie said, as they all laughed.

      “I don’t doubt it,” Mason said with a smile. “I’m so hungry I could eat someone whole. Maybe I’ll eat . . . YOU!” he said, grabbing at Addie.

      Laughing, she screamed and jumped down from the bed, saying, “No, Daddy. Don’t eat me.”

      “Okay. I’m not gonna eat you. Maybe instead, I’ll shower and then come downstairs and eat everything in the house.”

      “Addie, can you please go tell Elsa that Mason is awake and coming downstairs shortly?”

      “Okay, Mommy,” came the reply as she scurried out of the room.

      Mason pulled his legs out from under the covers and sat on the side of the bed, testing putting some weight on his frostbitten right foot. He tried to stand up on it but groaned in agony as he sat back on the bed.

      Kelly said to him, “I’m assuming you’re not going to let me help you.”

      “You assume correctly, my love,” came the reply.

      Walking around the bed to hand him a bath towel, Kelly said, “Honey. I’m sorry, but there is no good time or way to tell you this. Marie-Laure is dead.”

      Mason’s mouth dropped wide open and for a moment he was speechless. Finally, with a look of complete incredulity on his face he said, “What the fuck happened?”

      “The Russian guy and his soldiers moved the roadblocks. We’re pretty sure he’s over there now. But some stragglers must have seen the entourage coming in and followed them up the mountain. His guys shot some of them who got too close to the house. But two of them got away and came up here. One of them had a knife. They caught her by surprise as she came out of the barn where we were working. I came out and tried to negotiate with them. But there was no way to get through to them. They were beyond humanity. They were like some kind of creatures from a TV show. One of them attacked me, so I took him out. And the other one just stabbed her in the back for the hell of it. She never did a thing. She survived for a couple of hours but ended up bleeding to death. There was nothing we could do. I’ve never felt so helpless in my whole life.”

      “Oh my God, honey, I’m so sorry. Jesus. That’s unbelievable. I had begun to think we were completely safe up here. But I guess we’re not really safe anywhere. What happened to the stragglers?”

      “When I saw he had stabbed her, I, uh . . . I killed them both.”

      Mason’s eyes popped wide open in surprise.

      “I know we said we wouldn’t kill anyone else, but I’m wondering if that was just naïve, especially given the state of the world. I had a chance to grab an M4 from the rafters in the garage. But I didn’t take it. I can’t stop thinking that she’d still be alive if I had just grabbed the gun and shot the first guy, which would have convinced the one holding the knife to let her go. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive myself.”

      “Hey, hey. Enough of that nonsense,” he said as he stood up to hug her, ignoring the pain in his foot. “You didn’t stab her, they did—period. Anything else is just crazy thinking. So put that out of your mind.”

      Kelly nodded as she put her head into his chest.

      Still hugging her, he said, “When did all this happen?”

      “Just a couple of days ago. We had just finished burying her a half hour before you came limping across the field.”

      Nodding slightly and stroking the back of her hair, Mason said nothing for about thirty seconds before finally asking, “And what did you do with the two dead stragglers?”

      Kelly pulled away slightly, looked guiltily down at the floor, and said, “I threw them off the cliff.” Pausing a moment she added, “Was that bad?”

      Mason tried to maintain a straight face but given the context, and her way of describing it, found it funny in a morbid sort of way.

      “Oh,” he replied, before letting out a partial snicker. He immediately looked away and tried to contain it. But his attempt to keep his composure made it all the harder to do so.

      Seeing his unsuccessful efforts to curtail his dark humor, Kelly found him strangely amusing and began to chuckle as well—even though she still felt guilty about the entire affair. Within seconds neither of them could control themselves and began to laugh out loud to the point of tears.

      

      Ninety minutes later, Mason was sitting at the kitchen table having just finished the best meal of his life, when Talib came in through the side door of the kitchen. Mason jumped up from his chair and the two men rushed to hug each other.

      Talib spoke first, saying, “So glad to see you alive and well, my friend. Can you ever forgive me for shooting at you?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. There is nothing to forgive. I’m sure I looked like a straggler from a distance. I’d have done the same thing. Thank you for trying to protect my family—and for being a terrible shot.”

      Talib managed to muster a partial smile, as they stepped back from hugging each other.

      “Hey, I am so, so sorry about Marie-Laure, and the baby. I’m still struggling to believe it. It’s incomprehensible. Really. I’m so sorry, my brother. I wish I had been here to help.”

      Talib opened his mouth as if to reply, but then closed it again. At first Mason thought he was just reflecting on what he wanted to say. But then he realized Talib’s lower lip was trembling and that he was, in fact, trying to compose himself enough to speak without breaking down. He tried again, but his eyes welled with tears as he tried to get the words out. Finally, he just nodded, put his head down, and walked away.

      After they heard his footsteps go up the stairs and the door to his room close, Kelly said, “He has been inconsolable since it happened. None of us has been able to get him to say more than two words. I think he’s carrying a lot of guilt that he wasn’t here when it happened—and that they had been fighting recently. I don’t know. It’s just beyond awful.”

      Mason just nodded in silence.

      A few minutes later, Kelly pulled up a chair next to him at the table and said, “Honey. I hate to hit you with this the moment you’re feeling better. But we have to talk about Spencer and Pavlushov.”
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      For the next half hour Kelly filled Mason in on everything Spencer had told her during their phone call earlier that day.

      “He’s been pressuring me nonstop since you left to get involved. The new deadline from the president is two days from now. And Prime Minister Sunak has only given Spencer until tomorrow to connect with Pavlushov and get a deal done. If not, everyone is saying the US is going to nuke Moscow.”

      Mason replied, “So basically Spencer wants us to just stroll over there and ask to meet this Pavlushov guy and hope we don’t get shot in the process?”

      “Yeah. I think that’s about it.”

      Neither of them spoke for a few moments while they considered their options. Finally, Kelly added, “I’m willing to go over if you think I’d be less of a threat.”

      “No fucking way. We’re not risking your life, no matter what.”

      “But you can’t walk the mile and a half down the road with your frostbitten foot.”

      “I’m still trying to think of a way to achieve what has to be done without either of us going.”

      “Honey, I’ve been over this a hundred times. One of us has to go.”

      Mason stayed silent for a while longer before saying, “Okay. I guess you’re right. I can’t think of a legit way out of it. I’ll go.”

      “How can you go? You can’t possibly walk that far.”

      “I know. I’ll take Max. I won’t risk losing him to them. I’ll stop about a quarter mile short of their property and just walk my gimp ass the rest of the way.”

      “Why don’t I just drive you and drop you a quarter mile short of it?”

      “Okay. But you have to bring Max right back home and wait here. I don’t want to risk having you out there in the open alone. They could have guys stationed outside the boundaries of their property. I’ll call you on the other SAT phone when I’m ready to come back,” Mason said.

      “Alright. What time do you want to go?”

      “As in today?”

      “Of course. We only have one day left after today.”

      “Fuck that. I can barely put any weight on the foot at all right now. Let’s go tomorrow afternoon,” he replied.

      “Honey, tomorrow is Spencer’s absolute deadline. Really? You want to wait til the very last second?!”

      “No. I’m not doing it for that reason. I just need at least one day to recover, eat, and nurse my frozen foot. Who knows what I’m going to encounter over there. There’s no chance of me being in top form no matter which day I go. I just don’t want to be this damn fragile walking in there.”

      “Spencer’s head is going to explode when we tell him.”

      “We’ll get it done by his deadline. If he doesn’t like it, he can send his own boys. Call him up, I’ll tell him if you don’t want to.”

      A few minutes later they were sitting on the step outside the kitchen door with SAT phone in hand.

      “Spencer!”

      “Mason, my boy! Back from the dead, I see. Bloody great news to hear your voice, lad.”

      “Thanks, my friend. It’s good to be back. What news from the outside world? I’ve been off the grid for a while.”

      “Well, I take it Kelly has filled you in on the political front. As for the rest of the civilized world, well, I suppose it’s the same as before, only more so really. People in or near cities all over Europe are still dying by the thousands daily, and no way to dispose of the bodies properly. The large cities are simply war zones. And the gangs with the most weapons in each area are in charge. Some are organized by good people who are trying to keep order. Others are just bloody evil bastards, terrorizing the population, robbing, raping—and looting on an epic scale. Why, just this week we got word that many of the major banks in Switzerland have had their vaults drilled and their valuables cleaned out by organized gangs. No one knows what the long-term repercussions to the banking industry will be from this.”

      Mason’s heart sank on hearing this news. He glanced over at Kelly with a look of complete despair, as he asked Spencer, “This may seem like an odd question, but any chance you have news on whether Bank Julius Baer’s Zurich office was one of them?”

      “Why do you ask? Do you have money there?”

      “Maybe. Well, something like that.”

      “I do happen to know that it was hit and cleaned out. But only because I’m friends with an MP, an eighth-generation earl, who had his family’s entire savings there. Other than their manor house in Dorset, he’s wiped out. He was pouring his heart out to me about it yesterday.”

      Mason rubbed his face in his hands for a moment, shaking his head from side to side. After taking a few seconds to compose himself, he said, “Well, easy come, easy go. At least we’re all still alive, and in a safe place.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Nothing. Just a little cryptic something between me and Kelly over here. Listen, she tells me that you’re still hell-bent on sending one of us on this suicide mission to Pavlushov’s compound.”

      Spencer replied, “I know it’s asking a lot, and maybe it is indeed asking the ultimate sacrifice, I don’t know. But what I know for certain is that if one of you doesn’t go over there by tomorrow and convince him that there is a legitimate offer from the Western powers waiting for him, then millions of innocent people in Russia, Europe, and the US are going to die. It’s really that simple, mate.”

      “And you’re not worried about these other factions in the US government being pissed off, or coming after us again in retribution, or even pulling some kind of coup?”

      “I don’t follow you.”

      “Come on, it was only a few weeks ago that we had a bunch of Delta force boys landing in our yard in the middle of the night trying to prevent the exact scenario we are talking about undertaking right now.”

      “Ah. Yes. I’m with you now. Well, we don’t need to worry about our old friend Jeff at CIA or any of his like-minded compatriots now. They’ve all been arrested.”

      “What!? Really?”

      “Really. As you know the US is under martial law, so they haven’t had an obligation to disclose it to the press. But shortly after they paid you the little nighttime visit, the PM complained to Johnson, and he had the lot of them arrested. They are being held in the brig at a military base outside of DC. So you can rest easy on that front.”

      Mason and Kelly looked at each other and nodded.

      “Okay. I’ll hobble my ass over there tomorrow and see what I can do.”

      “Wait, tomorrow? Why not today? Why not straight away, mate?”

      “My friend, I barely have enough energy to hold this SAT phone. I literally couldn’t walk to the end of our driveway right now, with my frostbitten foot. I’ll go tomorrow.”

      “Wright, you’re killing me.”

      “Actually, I think I’m the only one on this call at risk of being killed.”

      

      A few hours after they finished the call with Spencer, Kelly and Mason were in the living room with Elsa and Addie playing a board game when Talib came running in out of breath.

      “There are two cars full of men unblocking the roadblocks right now! They are only about a mile from the top. They have two more barriers to clear. It’s going to take them a while, as I’ve been reinforcing those last two a lot with downed trees over the past few days.”

      Kelly asked, “Any idea who they are? What do they look like?”

      “I don’t know. The all had coats and hats on. Two small cars. I was looking down from above on the mountain. As I was leaving, it looked like they were heading back down the mountain too. The sun was starting to set.”

      “They’ll be back tomorrow,” Mason said.

      “Do you know who they are?”

      “I think so. I think they are these militia assholes from a town north of here called Bex. I, uh”—glancing at Addie, he chose his words carefully—“had some very negative interactions with their boss, and some of their friends. But I don’t know how they found us up here. Hopefully, they’re just on a fishing expedition trying to find me, because I, uh, ‘left’ him in the middle of the zigzag road, about halfway up the mountain.”

      Talib said, “Perhaps we should go over in the morning and set a trap for them. You know, fight them as soon as they come back up tomorrow.”

      “I’m not so sure. Eight guys with rifles against two. With those odds, one or both of us will likely not come back. They are probably going take a fair bit of time to clear those last roadblocks. I think I should focus on the bigger picture and try to reach Pavlushov first. Hell, perhaps his guys will engage these assholes for us when they drive past his villa, and we can sit it out up here.”
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      The next morning

      

      “You’re positive you don’t want me to go instead?” Kelly said to Mason as he slid up into the front passenger seat of Max. “You look like that foot is still a serious problem for you.”

      “No way you’re going. Things always hurt worse in the morning. I’ll be fine.”

      “Well, it’s not really morning anymore. It’s almost noon.”

      Laughing, Mason replied, “Can I help it if I had to take the proper time to make love to my beautiful wife this morning? A man has to have priorities, you know. Sometimes saving the world just has to wait.”

      Kelly shook her head as she started Max and pulled out of the barn.

      “Where is Talib? I want him here to help you defend the chalet in case these militia fools get through the roadblocks and make it all the way up here. Hopefully, with the driveway entrance camouflaged, they won’t even know the place is here,” Mason said.

      “He went to check on their progress again. But he promised to come right back.”

      Kelly steered Max out of their dirt drive onto the old road and headed down toward Pavlushov’s villa. Had she bothered to look in her rearview mirror she would have seen that she just missed Talib running out of the forest, waving frantically. As planned, she drove the mile or so down the road until she was about a quarter mile from the Russian’s villa. She exchanged a long kiss with her husband and said goodbye.

      Just before he climbed down from Max, she said, “Oh. Before I forget, I made you a little something that may come in handy. I know you’re going to laugh, but you really should use it.” Reaching into her coat she pulled out a small stick with a white handkerchief attached to it. “You should walk up waving this white flag. It might just save your life.”

      “You’re a genius. I love this thing. I will absolutely use it. Now I know you really love me, and you’re not just using me for the sex,” he said with a wry smile.

      “Stop it,” she said, shaking her head. As Mason turned to walk away, she rolled down her window and said, with a deadly serious look on her face, “Hey! Come back to me.”

      Mason looked at her for a brief instant, with an equally serious look, and nodded, before turning to limp his way to Pavlushov’s villa, as Kelly drove back to the chalet.

      Ten minutes later Mason reached the edge of Pavlushov’s property. Unlike their chalet, which was set well off the road behind the buffer of a forest, the walls of Pavlushov’s villa were right on the old road, with the villa situated just twenty yards behind it. Walking on the opposite side of the road in an effort to show no intent to approach, Mason was careful to prominently hold the little white flag that Kelly had made for him in the air, waving it slightly back and forth. He glanced over into the trees behind the wall from time to time and could see soldiers walking along the elevated areas near the wall with AK-47 machine guns, watching him closely. Finally, he arrived across from the main gate.

      He could see four soldiers with machine guns staring at him from just inside the gate. Waving the flag, he slowly began crossing the road, saying, “Hello! Do you speak English? May I approach your gate to speak to you, please?”

      The soldiers just stared at him. Two of the men raised their machine guns in his direction. Suddenly additional guards appeared, leaning over the top of the wall on either side of the gate, pointing their guns.

      Stopping in the middle of the road, waiting for approval to advance any closer, Mason said, “I am not armed. You are welcome to search me. I need to speak with Mr. Pavlushov. I have a very important message for him. Do you speak English?”

      Still, no one spoke. The men just continued to train their weapons on him and stare. One of the soldiers in the front turned to the man next to him and said in Russian, “If he takes another step, kill him.”

      “With pleasure,” came the reply.

      The first man then turned to walk behind the wall as he spoke into the walkie-talkie on his shoulder.

      Mason somehow instinctively knew he had come as close as he was allowed without permission. So, he just stood alone in the middle of the road with his hands in the air, holding his little white flag.

      After several minutes in this position his arms began to tire. But still he held them out to his sides. He wasn’t taking any chances. Finally, after about five minutes, the man who seemed to be in charge motioned Mason to come closer to the gate.

      “Are you sure?” Mason said.

      The man nodded and motioned him to come closer. But before taking another step, Mason said, “So you do speak English.”

      “I speak. Come.”

      Mason lowered his hands and very slowly walked toward the gate. Still standing alone on the outside he said, “I am a US citizen. I live here on the mountain in a chalet about two miles up the road. I am here as a representative of the US and UK governments. I need to speak to Mr. Pavlushov. It’s extremely urgent. I am carrying my US passport as identification, and I have a satellite phone in my back pocket. I have nothing else on me and you are welcome to search me.”

      As the guards behind the gate and above on either side trained their guns on him, the man motioned for Mason to press himself against the gate while they frisked him and took his phone and passport. The man then said, “You wait.”

      Mason took one step back from the gate as the man turned and spoke Russian into his walkie-talkie again as he thumbed through Mason’s passport.

      Just then Mason heard a noise that made his heart sink. It was the unmistakable sound of automobiles. Looking to his right he could see a Mini Cooper and an ancient-looking Toyota Corolla just arriving at the top of the mountain as they came around the final bend in the zigzag road. He thought to himself, Are you fucking kidding me? Now? Really? If I try to run or make any sudden moves, these soldiers will cut me in half. If I stand here and do nothing I’m a sitting duck for these militia assholes to shoot me. I hope these idiots don’t recognize me—or find the entrance to our chalet down the road. Fuck!

      As the cars slowly drove past, Mason turned back to face the gate, hoping the occupants didn’t recognize him from his profile, which they could clearly see.

      While the commanding officer was on the call with the main villa, the other soldiers awaited orders. A few moments later the commander returned and opened the gate, inviting Mason inside.

      “My soldiers tell me cars come by with other men. These men with you?”

      “No, sir. I have no idea who they were. They did not stop.”

      The man stared at Mason suspiciously, looking into his face and eyes to see if he was lying. Finally, he said, “Come.”
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      Mason was ushered into the grand salon, which was designed and appointed with every luxury. It could easily have been mistaken for the great room in a five-hundred-year-old palazzo in the center of Florence. Pavlushov was sitting behind an elegant eighteenth-century antique desk on the far side of the enormous room. He glanced at Mason when he first came into the room and then immediately returned his attention to the ripe pear in front of him.

      Slowly, carefully peeling the pear with a small pocketknife, Pavlushov waited for the soldier to show Mason to a seat in the middle of the room before saying, “Do you know how hard it is to get fresh pear these days, Mr., uh”—looking down at Mason’s passport on his desk—“Wright.”

      “No, sir. I mean, yes. I imagine it’s extremely difficult.”

      Continuing to focus on peeling the pear, he said, “I like to eat fresh pear every day. It annoys me they are hard to find because troubles in world.”

      “Yes, sir. I agree. Uh, that’s what I came to talk with you about. You see, the US and UK governments would very much like to support you as—”

      Pavlushov interrupted, in his thick Russian accent, “Save your breath, my friend. I see news. Some want me to lead Russia and save her from destruction. Others want me dead. These others, they want me dead much more than those who wish me to lead. So I have problem. How I tell one group from other? If I even answer phone, I give away location and maybe I am dead next day.”

      “Yes, sir. I understand your challenge. I’m hoping that our meeting here could be your solution. I can prove to you that the Western leaders want a peaceful solution and to install you as the Russian leader and are prepared with a plan to make it—”

      Pavlushov’s walkie-talkie crackled, interrupting Mason, as the lead officer spoke to him in Russian for a minute or so about something that sounded important. Pavlushov just calmly replied “Da” several times.

      “As I was saying, sir, I can prove to you that—”

      “You are good, American. Very good,” Pavlushov said, interrupting him again. “Too bad I have to kill you now.”

      “What? Why? What have I done?”

      “You have done nothing—yet. But I see you came here to kill me. So, I kill you first. You lose.”

      “That’s not true! Why would you say that?”

      At that moment the doors to the grand salon burst open and three guards came in with machine guns drawn, shoving Ujku, Jorgo, and one of their henchmen to the floor.

      “You see, American. Your assassin friends with guns not very good at job. They easily captured by my men. What you think? You come distract me and my men and then your men come in and kill me? Stupid plan.”

      “I am not associated with these men, in any way. They are not with me.”

      “So, you say you not know these men?”

      “I’ve met one of them before. But they are very bad people. They are Albanian mafia and they have been trying to harm my family for months, and I don’t know why.”

      “How easily you turn on each other.” Turning to one of the soldiers, Pavlushov said in English, “Take them behind the barn and shoot them all.”

      “Wait!” Mason said. “Okay. You’re going to kill me. I accept that. But at least let me finish what I came to tell you. I can prove that what I say is true and that the Western leaders want you to lead Russia and avoid its destruction. If you give me just two minutes to stand over by that window with my phone, I can get Rishi Sunak on the phone to speak to you personally. At least listen to what he has to say. And if you still want to kill me after that, then so be it.”

      Pavlushov hesitated, considering what Mason had said.

      Mason added, “Just two minutes. If I’m lying, then kill me—slowly if you want.”

      As Pavlushov hesitated, Ujku spoke up, “You can’t trust this man. He is liar. He maimed my brother here, and we have a right to vengeance!”

      Pavlushov turned to Mason as if to give him a chance to respond.

      “These men are Albanian mafia. Like I said, they have been harassing my family, they kidnapped my daughter for God’s sake. I don’t even know how the hell they found us up here. But they have nothing to do with this. They are just thugs who have been hunting my family.”

      Pavlushov walked over to Jorgo and said, “You look okay to me. How were you maimed?”

      Jorgo simply looked down in embarrassment.

      “Speak up, man!”

      Ujku interjected, “He took his manhood!”

      Hearing this, Pavlushov and his soldiers erupted in laughter.

      Finally speaking up, Jorgo says, looking at Mason with pure hatred, “It wasn’t him. It was his cunt wife who shot me. And I’m gonna kill that bitch and everyone she loves, right in front of her, before I slit her throat.”

      Still smiling, Pavlushov turned to Mason and said, “Why did wife only shoot him in balls. Why not shoot him in chest or head?”

      “Well, sir. We had promised each other not to kill another human being. And my wife was keeping that promise.”

      Pavlushov’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as he again looked at his men. They began laughing as Pavlushov just shook his head with a smile.

      Mason added, “Mr. Pavlushov, please. I think these men speak for themselves. They are not with me. Give me two minutes. Give the prime minister two minutes. And then do what you will.”

      Pavlushov paused for just a moment and then nodded with a slight bow as he waved his arm toward the French doors, indicating Mason was free to take his SAT phone and make his call.

      While Mason nervously dialed the number by the window, his Russian host walked over next to him to observe. Finally, the call began to ring. Mason put it on speaker. But the call just rang, and rang—and rang, with no answer.

      The Albanians laughed out loud as Ujku yelled, “I told you he is liar. You cannot trust him.”

      With beads of sweat rolling off his forehead, Mason said, “I can’t understand why he’s not answering. Let me try again.”

      Again, the phone rang and rang, with no answer.

      Pavlushov chuckled as he shook his head. “You are disappointment.”

      Mason said, “Please. One more try,” as he dialed the digits for Spencer’s number.

      On the fifth ring, Spencer finally answered, “Hello.”

      “Spencer?”

      “Hello, Mason. Any luck getting in front of Pavlushov?”

      “I’m standing here with him right now. He suspects me of being an assassin. He’s about twenty seconds from having his men put a bullet in my head, so please tell me you can produce the PM for a video call—immediately.”

      “Right. Well, uh, yes. I think we can arrange that.”

      “Spencer, you need to do better than ‘think you can’ or this is the last time you will ever hear my voice.”

      “Hold the line for thirty seconds.”

      Mason looked nervously in Pavlushov’s direction, without making eye contact, as sweat

      continued to pour off his brow.

      Returning to the phone, Spencer said, “Right, so copy down this number and call it straight away and the PM will answer personally for a video call.”

      Mason called the number and Prime Minister Sunak answered the phone. After switching it to video, he handed it to Pavlushov, who stepped outside through the French doors onto the terrace and spoke to Sunak for about ten minutes.

      When he came back in, he looked at Mason and gave a short nod of his head. Handing him his passport and his phone back, he said, “Thank you.” He then gave instructions to his men in Russian, after which he turned back to his visitors and said, “You are free to go. Your personal disagreement not of my concern. But you settle somewhere else—not on my property.”

      The Albanians erupted in laughter and hugs. Mason shook his head in disbelief and then looked down at the ground as he tried to think of a solution to his new life-threatening dilemma.

      Pavlushov accompanied the men out into the main foyer, along with his soldiers. Mason’s desperation reached a peak as they started to file out the front door.

      Mason started to walk through the doorway in front of Jorgo, but suddenly stopped and stepped back one full step, motioning for Jorgo to go first, saying, “Vaginas, I mean, ladies first.”

      Hearing this, Jorgo went berserk. Grabbing the knife off the belt of the soldier standing next to him he lunged violently at Mason. Mason jumped back one step, and then another, waiting for an opening to execute a move Kelly had practiced with him a hundred times. On the third swing, he caught the wrist of Jorgo’s knife hand and immediately chopped the inside of Jorgo’s elbow with his free hand, then drove the knife back straight into the center of his throat—plunging it all the way in with the full weight of his body behind it. Blood exploded from Jorgo’s throat like a bomb had gone off. Mason, the floor, two of the guards, everything was soaked by the spray. Jorgo fell face first onto the floor, pushing the knife farther into his neck, the blade now protruding out the back of the top of his spine.

      The guards responded by shoving the other men out onto the front walkway, including Mason. Two of them were holding Ujku as he screamed wildly, “You motherfucker! That’s my brother. You’re dead, you hear me? Dead! Your whole fucking family is gonna be dead!”

      Pavlushov motioned to one of his guards, saying, “Shut him up.”

      The guard punched Ujku in the mouth, momentarily silencing him.

      With the newfound silence all of them now noticed the sound of machine-gun fire in the distance, coming from the direction of Mason’s chalet.

      A huge smile came over Ujku’s face as he grinned at Mason, and said, “You will be only one left to kill. My men taking care of your family right now.”
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      The soldiers released Ujku and his comrade and stepped back on either side of Pavlushov, leaving Mason standing next to the two mafiosos. The Russian hesitated for a moment, and then looked off in the direction of Mason’s chalet. Finally, he looked back at his soldiers and said something in Russian. The lead soldier replied with a question, which Pavlushov answered with an emphatic “Da!”

      The soldier immediately drew his pistol and shot Ujku and his comrade twice each in the head. The men fell dead on the stone walkway next to Mason as he instinctively closed his eyes and flinched from the sound of the gunfire. He then opened one eye and looked inquisitively at Pavlushov, unsure of his impending fate.

      “I no respect men who harm a man’s family. Women and children are sacred. You are right. These men were scum,” Pavlushov said definitively.

      “I, uh, I couldn’t agree more, sir,” Mason timidly replied.

      “And you, what happened to promise with wife to no kill people?” Pavlushov said, while tilting his head in the direction of Jorgo’s body.

      With a guilty look sweeping over his face, Mason briefly looked away and then back again as he replied, “Well, I really meant it at the time. But it was going to be me or them, and so I guess I decided I had to break the promise.”

      With a knowing smile, Pavlushov said, “Typical American morality. Behave like everyone else but still think of selves as pure.”

      “I guess you’re right. But my intention was genuine, even if I fell short.”

      Pavlushov considered his reply before saying, “I believe you. I think you want to keep promise. Keep your dreams, American. But we waste time. We go.”

      Pavlushov yelled at his men in Russian and within seconds two cars raced up in front of the villa. Mason and his host piled in, along with four or five soldiers in each car. The front gates swung open, and they sped up the road toward the chalet.

      

      Ten minutes earlier

      

      As Kelly drove up the dirt driveway to the chalet, she came across Talib, walking back on foot. As he climbed up into Max, he said, “I tried to catch you before you took Mason down there, but you didn’t see me.”

      “Sorry about that. I would have stopped if I’d seen you. What’s the update from the road?”

      “The update is that they must have started at sunup. The second to last roadblock was already cleared when I got there. I cut through the forest and peered down on them as they were clearing the last one. They were nearly done by the time I got there. So I ran back as fast as I could to tell you guys. They are surely through by now.”

      “Shit. And Mason is not here to help. Let’s hope they get caught up in a firefight with the Russians as they pass the villa. Our next best hope is that they don’t see our driveway.”

      “And what if neither of those things happen?”

      “Then we have to fight. Let’s get the guns down from the bookcase, some ammo from the barn, and stake out positions.”

      Running into the house, Kelly yelled, “Addie!?”

      “We’re up here, Kelly,” replied Elsa.

      Kelly ran up the steps and found Elsa keeping Addie company while she took her bath.

      “Addie, honey, you need to rinse and get out of the tub right away. Okay? It’s very important, honey. Come out right now. Elsa, can I speak to you for a minute?” Kelly said.

      Both women went into the hallway and whispered as Kelly filled her in on the situation and the backstory. When she finished, she said, “You should go down to your room and bolt yourself inside with Jakob’s pistol.”

      Elsa nodded and went downstairs.

      Kelly was still upstairs dressing Addie when the lone car pulled into the yard with Adis at the wheel and four other men packed inside—the Mini Cooper having been left back near Pavlushov’s villa. One by one the men stepped out of the car, each carrying their various weapons. Before anyone said a word, Elsa came out to greet them, still wearing her kitchen apron.

      The men all smiled and chuckled with each other as the harmless old Swiss lady approached the large bald man who had been in the front passenger seat. Once she was almost face to face with him, she said, “Welcome!” At the same instant she pulled Jakob’s old pistol from her apron and shot the man directly between the eyes. Before she could point the gun at a second man, the others simultaneously opened fire on her from less than twenty feet away, dozens of rounds finding their mark as she fell dead on the ground.

      “Crazy fucking bitch! What the fuck!?” one of the men yelled.

      Another said, “Kill everyone! Every fucking living thing here dies!”

      “Wait!” Adis said. “Kill everyone except the bitch that shot Jorgo. He gave us orders to keep her alive until he gets here. He said we can do what we want with her, but she has to be alive.”

      Just then Talib leaned around the corner of the opposite side of the house and opened fire, hitting Adis in the arm, knocking him to the ground. The other three men returned fire as Talib ducked back behind the house.

      “Go. Go. I’m fine!” Adis shouted to the other three men. “I’ll take care of this one, you get everyone else in the house.” The three panicked men sprinted to the side kitchen door and inside.

      Unfortunately, Kelly had only just finished securing Addie’s hiding place in the closet in their main bedroom and was coming out as the men were coming in the house downstairs. She was unarmed and had not yet had time to get a bulletproof vest from the barn or an M4 from the bookcase in the living room. As quietly as she could she crept back into the bedroom and closed the door most of the way, but carefully left it open a crack to make the room appear unsecured.

      The men quickly swept the downstairs and found no one. Afterward they came up the steps single file and once at the top landing, each took a different room to search for potential occupants. The sound of gunfire continued outside as the firefight between Talib and Adis dragged on.

      One of the men upstairs chose to search the main bedroom, assuming he’d find it empty given the partially opened door. He kicked the door hard with his foot, causing it to fly all the way open. But he failed to notice that the door did not smash against the wall. Standing behind it, Kelly had caught the door, which was now hiding her, just before it smacked her in the face. The man jumped into the room, aiming his gun quickly in all directions, before relaxing. As he made his way cautiously toward the closet, with his back momentarily toward the door he had just passed through, he suddenly heard a loud slam. Before he could finish spinning around, Kelly was on him, kicking his right leg behind the knee, causing him to collapse backward and to the right. But before his body could do so, she grabbed him firmly on both sides of his head and spun his head and neck in the opposite direction. A loud snap rang out as the man’s neck broke and he fell motionless to the floor.

      Kelly leapt across the room and locked the door before the other men could open it. Only then did she allow herself a moment to process the sheer terror she was feeling, having seen the wolf tattoo on the back of the dead man’s neck. She was jolted back into the moment by the rattling of the door handle as one of the men yelled, “Open the door!” and then proceeded to fire several rounds through it.

      She heard the second man shout, “Stop! You might hit Senad.”

      Kelly now had two weapons, the dead man’s AK-47 and his large hunting knife. She was scared to take Addie outside on the roof for fear of being shot by other men who could be on the ground. But she was more afraid to stay where she was. Close-quarters fighting with machine guns was sure to get one or both of them killed.

      So she sprinted to the dormer window on the far side of the room and opened it. She then quickly opened the closet and grabbed Addie, whispering to her, “We have to go—right now!” Running with her to the window she gently placed Addie on the roof outside. But before she could reach back inside for the machine gun on the bed, the sound of machine-gun fire exploded into the room as the lock on the door was obliterated and the larger of the two men kicked it open, screaming, “You die, fucking bitch!”

      Kelly was caught with the bottom half of her body still in the room and the top half out the window. The look of shock on her face and the sound of the gunfire was enough to cause Addie to run. Kelly tried to dive out of the window after her, but the large man grabbed her legs just before they cleared the sill and dragged her back inside.

      Trying to hold onto the sill, she yelled to Addie, “Run, honey, run! Jump down and hide in the woods! Run!”

      The large man then jerked her body so hard she lost her grip. She tried to swing a karate chop at him as she was being pulled in, but the man, who was more than twice her weight, was swinging her with a force that was simply insurmountable. He flung her clear across the room against the far wall, smashing her head against it before crashing to the floor. As she looked up in a daze, she saw the second man, well out of her reach, aiming his machine gun at her.

      “You move, you die, bitch!” the man said.

      The larger man then grabbed her gun off the bed and leaned out the window, scanning and looking in the distance, until he finally said, “Ah, there she is.” As he fired a full automatic burst for several seconds. After which he added, “That takes care of the little bitch. Now it’s time for the mama bitch!” He walked over and grabbed her off the floor and smacked her full force across the face, yelling, “You gonna pay for what you did to Jorgo and Senad. When we finish you wish you never born.”

      He then tore off her shirt, tore off her bra, and threw her on the bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelly tried to sit up to resist her attacker, but the giant Albanian punched her in the face, knocking her back onto the bed and further into a daze. He then proceeded to unbutton his pants.

      His friend was laughing with delight, saying, “Shit. Let me get phone. I want on video!”

      “Fuck you. I no wait. We make plenty of film by time we both done with this bitch!” the larger man said as he pulled down his pants and underwear to his ankles.

      Just then, through the still open window, they heard the sound of multiple vehicles coming up the road.

      “Check it out! See if it’s Ujku and Jorgo. Whatever it is, handle it. I gonna fuck this bitch good and nothing’s gonna stop me.”

      The first man grabbed his gun and darted down the stairs to see what was happening as the giant Albanian reached for Kelly’s pants to unbutton them. Unfortunately for him, Jorgo’s embarrassment about what had transpired in Paris meant that no one other than Adis and Ujku were aware of Kelly’s abilities. No sooner had the unsuspecting man touched the top button on her pants than he was met with a full-force karate kick to the nose, sending him flying backward, falling to the ground, his pants around his ankles preventing his legs from moving freely.

      But the man’s enormous mass was a formidable asset. The kick had barely fazed him. As he struggled to pull his pants up while lying on his back, Kelly leapt to her feet and kicked him again in the head, this one with the full weight of her body behind it.

      “Fucking psycho bitch, have to do better than that!” the man said through the blood pouring from his mouth and nose.

      Kelly knew he was more wounded than he wanted to admit, but she also suspected that he still had plenty of fight left in him. Turning away for just an instant to look for one of the weapons, she suddenly felt herself falling. The man had managed to lunge toward her ankles and jerk her legs out from under her. She was now being pulled back toward him, unable to use her legs as weapons in his iron vise grip.

      With only a split-second left to find a way out of her dilemma, she remembered Senad’s knife was still in its sheath on his belt. As she was being dragged back into the clutches of the monster, she grabbed the dead man’s arm and pulled his body closer, and closer, until finally the belt was within reach. Retrieving the knife at the last possible second, she felt her hand firmly grip it at the same instant as she felt her attacker grab her hair and jerk her head toward him. Using the momentum he created by pulling her in, she spun around with all her might and drove the knife into his left ear.

      The man made a single high-pitched squeal the instant the knife penetrated his eardrum. Beyond this he made no loud sounds other than gasping for air with his mouth wide open, eyes bulging wildly, and his hands and fingers fully extended out to the sides shaking violently. Kelly slowly stood up, and looked down on the wounded beast as she took one step back away from him. She then leapt toward him with the full weight of her body and mercilessly karate kicked the knife all the way into his brain, killing him instantly, his body falling on its side as blood squirted out violently around the knife lodged in his ear.

      Kelly immediately ran to the window and looked into the yard and the forest just beyond in search of Addie in the desperate hope that she had survived the machine-gun volley the man had fired at her. But she was not at the window for more than a second when she heard footsteps on the floor in the hall.

      “You no move a fucking muscle or you die! Hands in the air, turn slowly—very slowly!”

      Complying with the man’s orders, she slowly turned, as she realized that the dead man’s comrade had run back up the stairs as they were fighting, and she had not heard him.

      “How the fuck did little thing like you do that to Eno?! Ho-ly shit!” the man said. Clearly rattled and shaking at the site of yet another dead friend, the man continued, “Okay, crazy bitch. This what we gonna do. Turn around, face away, and get on knees. And you do exactly as I say, or I put bullet in your brain, yes? I have nothing to lose. I only one left.”

      “Okay. I’m doing what you say. Do you mind if I at least put my shirt back on?”

      “No! Fuck shirt. You no need shirt. Get on knees!”

      No sooner had Kelly gotten on her knees than she felt the man grab her by her long dark hair and violently drag her across the room, down the stairs, and across the living room to the front door.

      “Stand up, bitch! Up!”

      It was now that Kelly noticed he no longer had his machine gun. He was only holding a pistol. She could see it was a 9mm semi-automatic. The man cocked the gun and put it to her head.

      “We go outside now. You in front of me. You trip, you stumble, you jerk, you try move—you die. I only breathe on trigger—you die!”

      The man opened the front door, pushed her out in front of him, grabbing her tightly by the back of her hair with his left hand, and buried the gun under the back of her hair with his right.

      “We come out now! My gun point at her head! Anybody move and I blow her brains out!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Mason and the Russians had just piled out of their cars and were surveying the outside of the house and the Albanians’ car parked there, when the mafioso threw open the front door and pushed Kelly out in front of him. Even to hardened soldiers the site was shocking: a topless woman, with a battered face, her hair and body covered in blood. Mason had to squint to even recognize the woman as his dear wife.

      The soldiers all immediately trained their weapons on them as the two slowly stepped toward them.

      Carefully positioning himself behind her, the man yelled, “I have gun cocked and pointing at her head. Anybody move I blow her head off. I have nothing to lose!”

      Mason whispered to the soldier next to him, “Get ready to shoot. She will create an opening.”

      The soldier just shook his head.

      “I’m telling you. I know her. She will create an opening. Just be ready to squeeze the trigger,” Mason whispered again.

      The soldier replied, “No shot. Too risky. Hit woman.”

      Mason tried the soldier on his other side, again whispering, “Be ready to shoot. She is going to do something to create an opening.”

      The other soldier also shook his head. “I cannot.”

      The Albanian yelled again, “Everyone, move to right side. To right side—away from my car. I take woman in car and leave. Do as I say or she die!”

      Finally, Mason whispered to Pavlushov, “Tell one of your men to give me their weapon, please.”

      Pavlushov motioned with his head and the soldier next to him immediately complied.

      The Russian oligarch added, “I think you are making mistake. If his gun is cocked, any movement of finger will kill her.”

      Mason replied, “He will hesitate, perhaps only an instant, but that’s all we need.”

      “How do you know this?” the Russian replied.

      “Because he wants to live.”

      Resting the AK-47 across the roof of the car they had just exited, Mason took careful aim, at the very top of Kelly’s head, knowing that’s where the bullet needed to travel.

      He then shouted, “Delta Force soldiers in the kitchen!”

      Everyone looked at each other in confusion. The Albanian began looking nervously behind him, having no idea Mason was referring to the code he and Kelly used when overpowering the paratroopers.

      Knowing she could not make any visible sign that her captor could discern, Kelly closed her eyes for one full second and then reopened them, signaling to Mason that she understood.

      Mason looked back through the sights of the gun, placed his finger slowly on the trigger, and yelled, “Trois!”

      Kelly immediately dropped her butt and torso to the ground as her legs spun up in the air for a Pelé bicycle goal kick maneuver, only rather than kicking the football, Kelly kicked the Albanian square in the nose. As she began to drop, the man hesitated for just an instant before squeezing the trigger of his gun, which fired the bullet through Kelly’s hair, but missed the top of her scalp by less than a centimeter. Immediately following the shot from the man’s pistol a second shot rang out from Mason’s rifle. The bullet from this shot hit the man square between his eyes and blew a hole out of the back of his head the size of a grapefruit, splattering his blood and brains all over the porch behind him. The man’s lifeless body fell like a tree, immediately behind where Kelly was on the ground.

      Rushing to her side, Mason said, “Were you hit, honey!? Were you hit?”

      “No. I’m good. All good.”

      Mason began to remove his coat, saying, “Here, you can cover up with this,” but Kelly pushed him away with both hands and sprinted around the side of the house, desperately shouting, “Addie! Addie!”

      Mason chased after her, but before either of them could run more than a few yards, they were met by two Russian soldiers coming back toward the front of the house, one of whom was holding Addie in his arms.

      Kelly ran to the man and took Addie from him, shouting, “Oh my God, are you okay, my love?!”

      Addie replied, “I’m fine, Mommy. This nice man helped me down from the roof!”

      “Oh my God, I thought the bad man in the room had shot you. How did he not shoot you?! Where were you?”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t do what you said, Mommy. I was scared to jump off the roof, it was too far. So I hid at the top behind the chimney. It was like my tree back home. I thought no one could get me up there.”

      “You are such a smart little girl!” Hugging her as tightly as she could, Kelly continued, “Oh I love you so much! Mommy has never been more frightened in her whole life.”

      As Kelly continued to hug her with all her might, Addie said, “Mommy?”

      “Yes, honey?”

      “Why aren’t you wearing your shirt? Aren’t you cold?”

      Kelly started laughing and crying at the same time. Just then Mason removed his coat and draped it around Kelly and Addie to cover them up. Addie hugged Kelly back, burying her face in her chest.

      As they all walked back toward the front of the house, Kelly said, “Honey, keep your head down and inside Daddy’s coat. There are some things out here that I do not want you to see, so keep your eyes closed for a few minutes, okay?”

      “Okay?” came her timid reply.

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      As they approached the front they heard a commotion. Rounding the corner, they saw a wounded Talib yelling and pointing under the Albanians’ car. The Russian soldiers reached under the car and dragged out Adis, who was bleeding heavily from the wound to his arm, just as Talib dropped to one knee.

      Mason ran over to check on him and saw that Talib had been shot through the collarbone, just an inch above the top of his bulletproof vest.

      Pavlushov came over to inspect the wound, saying, “I have doctor and clinic in my villa. My men take him back to remove bullet, yes? We take good care.”

      Mason looked to Talib, who nodded. With a few commands to his men, the soldiers grabbed Talib and bundled him off to one of their cars and sped away.

      “Ow! Watch fucking arm! Can you no see I have been shot?!” Adis yelled to the Russian soldiers who were manhandling him while tying his hands behind his back.

      Mason strode quickly over to him and punched him as hard as he could in the face, knocking him to the ground.

      “You tough guy, hit man whose hands are tied,” Adis said, as the soldiers grabbed him off the ground and stood him back up.

      “Do you think I give a shit?! I’ll beat you to fucking death with your hands tied for attacking my family, you fucking scum!” Mason drew his fist back to punch him again but then caught himself, instead turning away and yelling “FUCK!” at the top of his lungs. A moment later he turned back to Adis and said, “Why?! Why do you assholes keep attacking my family? What did we ever do to you, other than in self-defense? Did you really drive halfway across France in the middle of Arma-fucking-geddon just to get revenge for Jorgo?”

      Spitting out a tooth as blood dripped from his mouth, Adis calmly said, “Maybe Jorgo drive across France for revenge. Ujku and others drive across France for gold.”

      A hush fell over everyone who was present at the mention of the word, as they all waited anxiously to hear Mason’s answer.

      He clumsily said, “Gold? What gold? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You not good liar, American. We have known about gold since beginning,” Adis said with the calm confidence of someone who knows he is right.

      Struggling nervously to offer a convincing reply, Mason said, “Well, even if we did own some gold, so what? We also own stocks and bonds and other assets.”

      “More lies. You have much gold. Very much. And Ujku wants his share.”

      “Why would you think such a ridiculous thing? Where could you possibly have gotten such erroneous information?”

      “Your banker friend, not really your friend. He get in debt to Ujku and tell about gold to make deal.”

      Pavlushov, who had been watching the exchange in quiet amusement, gave a command to his soldiers who immediately complied by marching Adis off to the car, squeezing him in to the back seat by the window.

      Mason asked Pavlushov, “What are you going to do with him?”

      “We take him to join his friends behind my barn.”

      “Please know that we are not asking you to do that.”

      “I not say you did, my idealistic friend.”

      “If you’re going to kill him, could you at least wait a little while? I’d like to talk to Talib, and I may have some other questions for this man after I do.”

      Pavlushov just nodded and walked over to the car to get in the front passenger seat.

      Mason followed him over and knocked on the back window, motioning for one of the soldiers to roll it down for Adis. He then asked, “I still don’t understand why you came here. If we had a lot of gold, of course we would keep it in a bank vault—which no one can access right now with the power out everywhere.”

      Adis shook his head and looked away for a moment. Looking back, he said, “More lies. All you do is lie.”

      “I’m not fucking lying!” Mason yelled.

      Staring at his face, reading his eyes, Adis reflected a moment before replying, “Maybe you not lie.” And then he quickly shot a look over to Kelly. Caught off guard, Kelly nervously looked away just as Mason looked over at her too.

      Seeing Kelly’s reaction, Adis began to laugh. “If you not lying then you are fool, American,” Adis said as he continued to laugh. “Gold is here.”

      “There is no gold here! What could possibly give you such an absurd idea?” Mason replied.

      “Because it was me on motorcycle. I follow pretty wife to Zurich and back.” Adis continued to laugh as the car drove away.
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      “I can explain, honey,” Kelly said as she, Mason, and Addie, still bundled up in Kelly’s arms under the coat, walked back into their chalet.

      “We can talk about it later. Right now, the only thing that matters is that we’re all alive. We should get you cleaned up, and let me look at those cuts and bruises on your face. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to help protect you guys.”

      “That’s okay. You were busy trying to save the world. Speaking of which, did you get through to Spencer and Sunak?”

      “I did, at the very last second. It was a nail biter from the moment I walked in the place. His soldiers caught Ujku, Jorgo, and another goon lurking outside right after I came in. So he thought they were with me and that we were all a hit squad. But I convinced him to take the call anyway, and it all worked out in the end.”

      “Is he going to accept their offer?”

      “I have no idea. I hope so. It will be two big wins today if he does.”

      “What was the other win?”

      “We managed to send Ujku, Jorgo, and their other colleague off to meet their maker.”

      “What’s meet their maker, Daddy?” Addie asked.

      “It just means a place where they can’t bother us anymore, honey.” Turning to Kelly, Mason added, “But at what price to you guys?”

      “I think we’re okay. Are we okay, sweetie?” Kelly asked, looking at Addie.

      “They didn’t hurt you in any other ways besides beating you up?” Mason said to Kelly with a tender look of concern, as he gently touched her arm.

      “No, thank God. There was a big, mean one who tried his best, but it didn’t turn out so well for him,” she said as they walked through the side door into the kitchen, before adding, “Speaking of ‘they,’ you just reminded me, why don’t Addie and I use Elsa’s bathroom down here to clean up, while you clean up the upstairs and out front. There are a number of things in both places that should get stored in the barn right away.”

      

      An hour later, Kelly and Addie were finished washing up and Mason was finished cleaning up, inside and out. He knocked on the door to Elsa’s bedroom to give them the all-clear.

      As they came out, he said, “I’m going over to Pavlushov’s to talk with Talib and this Albanian guy some more. I’m assuming you guys want to stay here?”

      “Yeah. I just want to chill out for, like, a year.”

      Giving her a kiss, he said, “I get it. Y’all have had an extremely rough day. You know, you are both my little badasses. I couldn’t possibly be more proud of you both.”

      “I’ll walk you out to the car,” Kelly said. As they stepped outside, she continued, “Hey, look, about the gold. I was going to tell you. I’m really sorry I hadn’t yet.”

      Mason just nodded.

      “I felt like pulling some of the gold out of the vault in Zurich was just another part of my disaster planning, which you told me to do. I took exactly half of it—to hedge our bets. I knew if the EMP happened, then the vaults were going to be at risk. Even Spencer said this thing would set civilization back to the nineteenth century. So it seemed smart to have half of it with us. If it didn’t happen, then the other half was still safe in the vault.”

      “I get it. It was a smart hedge. I just don’t understand why you didn’t tell me about it.”

      “I don’t know. Of course I planned to. I was gonna tell you on the phone that day but that was the day you disappeared to Véro’s house and I forgot about it. Then the EMP happened, and everything was crazy and scary. And since we got here it has been one insane thing after another and I just hadn’t found the right time yet. But I really was going to tell you.”

      “Whatever. It’s not a big deal. It hurts a little but fuck it. I’m actually really happy you did it. We’d have lost all of it otherwise. Of course, going to get it ended up drawing the Albanian mobsters back to our doorstep, but there was no way you could have known that. It’s all good. By the way, where the hell did you hide it?”

      The look on her facing changing from somber to playful, Kelly said, “You’ll never guess.”

      Mason raised his eyebrows and shook his head.

      “It’s in that big antique footlocker at the bottom of our bed, the one you keep stubbing your toe on.”

      “Oh my God. That explains why it’s so ridiculously heavy! I thought it was bolted to the floor. But wait, I’ve gotten blankets out of there a dozen times, and there’s nothing else in there.”

      Looking even more pleased with herself, Kelly replied, “False bottom. That cedar plank bottom in the chest was added by yours truly.”

      “Nice! Nicely done, my love. I gotta go. Take care of our beautiful girl. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      

      Ten minutes later, Pavlushov and one of his men showed Mason into the basement clinic where Talib was recovering from the procedure to treat his bullet wound.

      “How are you feeling?” Mason said.

      “Quite tired, to be honest. The doctor said the shot went clean through and out the other side. So he sterilized the wound on both sides and sewed it closed. It appears I’m going to live.”

      “Well, that’s good news. Hey, thank you for doing your part to protect the homestead and my family today. You took one of the bad guys out of commission. And that’s a lot. So, thank you for that.”

      “I only wish I could have done more. If you or Kelly had been there when they drove up, I’m sure you’d have killed them all.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. It took guts to go engage those guys. You did great,” Mason replied. After a few moments of silence, Mason added, “Hey, my friend, I need to talk with you about something that has just come to our attention that is really concerning, and I’m hoping, like, really hoping, that the information is erroneous.”

      Talib sat up in the bed with a grave look on his face.

      “These mafia guys from Marseilles, they’re the ones who kidnapped Addie, and who have been threatening our family now for months. Well, the lone surviving guy says that the reason they’ve been after us is to extort us for our gold.” Mason paused there and couldn’t help but notice a look of guilt come across Talib’s face. Continuing, he said, “But what’s more troubling is he says that ‘our banker friend’ is the one that told them. Our first reaction of course is to dismiss it as bullshit. But the reality is that you and Marie-Laure are the only two people on the planet that ever saw a piece of gold in our possession—the day Addie came into our living room, having found a single coin in my drawer. So, I just have to ask you, is there any truth to this?”

      Initially Talib did not respond, but just stared straight ahead, slightly shaking his head as he thought how to reply. Finally, he said, “Mason, I swear to you, on my life, I’ve never told a soul. I did not even see the coin. Marie-Laure was in the living room when Addie brought it in. About a month after that happened, she was reading Madame Figaro one evening and she saw an article about how several museums in France and Switzerland were trying to find the source of these coins that had been sold by an anonymous seller in Zurich because of their historical significance. They had surveillance camera photos in the article from the day of the sale and the picture really looked a lot like you. I think it was you. The person had on a baseball cap and sunglasses, indoors. He sold a bunch of the coins in a quick transaction and left. It was all in the article. Well, you know how Marie-Laure was, she was mad with excitement. We knew that you and Kelly both have said you come from modest backgrounds, and you were only a year out of business school, so we couldn’t figure how you had made enough money yet to live like you do. And so, Marie-Laure was convinced that you guys had somehow come into a horde of this historic gold. She read everything she could get her hands on about the terror incident in London and your German friend, Hans, that died, as well as his baron uncle. She was sure it was all tied together somehow. Anyway, I made her swear to never mention it, as it was none of our business. And I made her swear to never tell another soul. And as far as I know, she didn’t. And that is the truth.”

      “Okay. Thanks for that. If you’re telling the truth, and I believe you are, then there is still a missing piece to this puzzle. Give me a sec,” Mason said as he stepped over to the doorway and motioned to someone in the hall.

      The soldier standing just outside then ushered Adis into the room, his hands still bound, the wound to his arm still untreated.

      “You say it was my banker friend who told you about our gold?” Mason said to the man, motioning to Talib.

      “Him?! No. I only see this man outside your apartment in Paris. I never see him before this. The rich banker who tell us, he live in palace on rue de Grenelle. Only it is wife that is rich one, which is why he owe money to Ujku. He gamble in Ujku casino in Pigalle and always lose. He sleep with Ujku hookers and not pay. He owe Ujku much money.”

      “Alain!” Talib yelled.

      “Correct. His name Alain,” Adis said.

      “Then you are the ones who killed him! Why did you kill Alain?” Talib said, continuing to shout.

      By this time Pavlushov had rejoined them in the room, curious to see how the little soap opera was playing out.

      Adis replied to Talib, “No. We no kill Alain. We not know Alain even dead. Why we want kill Alain? We promise Alain to forget his debt if we get gold from you.”

      Refusing to believe him, Talib continued, “You’re lying! You people kill others for a living. You expect us to believe you didn’t kill him? It’s certain that you and your mafia friends killed him. Finally, we understand.”

      “Why would I lie? Yes, we kill people for a living. I kill many people. We came here today thinking we kill you all. I no ashamed of what I do. So, you tell me, smart man—why would I lie if we kill Alain?”

      Pavlushov interjected, “He has a point. Why would he lie?”

      “Adis tell you truth. We not even know Alain dead.”

      Talib’s face changed from anger to confusion as he looked down at his bed, and said, “Then who the bloody hell killed Alain, and why?”

      Pavlushov turned to Mason and said, “Are you done with Albanian friend?”

      “I am,” Mason replied, before adding, “Where are you taking him now?”

      “To join his friends,” came the reply.

      “You know, you don’t have to do that on our account,” Mason said.

      “We already spoke of this. You keep your dreams, American. I keep my life in real world,” Pavlushov replied as he and his soldier left with Adis.

      Turning back to Talib, Mason said, “Well, mystery mostly solved. But I guess there is one last connection to make.”

      Talib had been silent since accusing Adis a few moments before. Looking closer, Mason realized that he was now quietly weeping.

      “Hey, buddy, what’s wrong?” Mason asked as he gently put his hand on his friend’s back.

      “I’m so sorry, Mason. I’m just so sorry.”

      “Sorry for what? You made it clear that you didn’t say anything to anyone.”

      “I know. I know, but”—Talib had to stop to choke back the tears—“but I have known in my heart for some time now. I just would not let myself believe it. And now it’s just too obvious, I cannot hide from this truth.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Talib took another moment to compose himself. And then, looking away, he said, “Marie-Laure was having an affair with Alain. I suspected it for a while, and the night of their big party it was more clear than ever. I confronted her about it, and she just ignored me, but she didn’t deny it—which was the same thing as admitting it. Perhaps she was naïve enough to think he would leave Véronique for her. But he was a deeply troubled, dishonest man. It breaks my heart to think of him with her.”

      “You can’t be certain of that. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it seems.”

      “No, it was. When she told me she was pregnant is when I knew for certain. We had not made love in several months. There is no way the child was mine.”

      “Oh. I see.” Putting his hand gently on Talib’s back again, Mason said, “I’m so sorry, my friend. I’m so sorry.”

      “There is your missing link. She must have foolishly told him at some point about your gold. Knowing that I knew of their affair, I can see how you may suspect me of killing him. But I swear to you I did not do so. I cannot for the life of me imagine who did.”

      The two men remained there in silence for the next several minutes, until their thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a single gunshot outside.
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      Two months later

      

      Mason and Kelly were streaming a grainy, low-resolution video on their SAT phone from the LA Times website. It had been taken in Moscow the day before at the inauguration ceremony of the new Russian president, Maxim Pavlushov.

      “Play it again,” Kelly said.

      “Let’s not be vain now. We’ve already played it twice.”

      “Just one more time. I want to hear it again,” Kelly said with an excited smile.

      Mason pressed play. The reporter said, “It has been six weeks since President Putin was assassinated by his own security detail, which many believe was secretly promoted and encouraged by Western security services. Today’s historic inauguration ceremony of President Maxim Pavlushov marks the end of one of the greatest periods of global risk and uncertainty in human history. Even more extraordinary is the fact that in his inauguration speech Pavlushov referenced an unknown American agent who met with him at an undisclosed location in the Swiss Alps and convinced him that the offer from the Western powers was legitimate and that he should accept. Here is a clip of Mr. Pavlushov’s own words regarding this meeting:

      When a stranger approaches my villa, an American agent no less, and promises me he wants to help my country, I am naturally suspicious. But had it not happened, I would not be standing here today. I have spoken out for years against American hypocrisy. Lecturing the rest of the world, when their own leaders are often as corrupt as any other. But this young man convinced me that many Americans still strive for high ideals, even when they are unrealistic. And this taught me two things. One, the American people are inherently good. And two, that they are naïve enough that Russians can compete against them and win—without fighting wars.”

      “You have world leaders praising you. You gotta admit that’s pretty cool,” Kelly said.

      “I guess. You note he also mentioned that he thinks I’m incredibly naïve. So the two kind of cancel each other out,” Mason said with a laugh.

      Just then a call from Spencer came through.

      “Spencer. How are you, my friend? Kelly is here with me. You’re on speakerphone.”

      “Lovely. I’m fine, thank you. And how is my favorite couple today?”

      “Wow. You sound happy,” Kelly said.

      “Pavlushov is president of Russia and millions of people are alive today that would not have been were it not for you two. That’s a jolly great reason to be happy.”

      “That is such an exaggeration!” Mason said with a modest chuckle. “You are the one who stayed on us til we were able to finally lend a hand in a small way. Anyway, we’re glad you’re happy. We’re happy too. We’ve finally had two full months of peace and quiet up here. We’ve been spending a ton of time with Addie, who is learning so fast I think she’s likely to skip a grade when we get back to civilization. And from what I read online, the East Coast of the US is getting its act together again, which means the US should be able to increase its aid to Europe. So it’s all good. What news can you share from the outside world?”

      “Well, Pavlushov has broken all ties with Iran, or should I say, what’s left of it after Israel’s complete rout of the Iranian forces, and the near total destruction of Tehran. Hezbollah and Hamas have both lost ninety percent of their known members. But everyone involved has a lot of rebuilding to do. From the US, the not-so-good news is that the attorney general has dropped all charges against the Hawks, the government officials who were trying to force the US to nuke Moscow, including Jeff Green at CIA. In fact, all of them have been given their old jobs back. Apparently, Johnson just wants everyone to move past it. And if there were trials and prison terms, and all the drama of who did what and when, he thinks it would only force the country to relive the nightmare.”

      “I wish I could say that I’m surprised. Putting my naïve hat on, which, according to Pavlushov, I wear a lot, I guess most of them were only doing what they thought was best for the country. What’s your good news?”

      “The good news is that many countries have started websites for anyone who has a SAT phone to register their name and number so their friends can see who is still alive, if they have a SAT phone, and get a number on which to reach them. It seems most people did not have SAT phones before. But somehow many have found ways to acquire them. Governments are still guaranteeing the satellite companies full payment for all calls as long as the emergency lasts. Anyway, I thought you may want to look and see if any of your friends were on there, and maybe post your names too. I’ve just texted you the website for the French one.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Mason said. “It’s kind of like the modern equivalent of the missing persons boards that sprung up at post offices all over Europe at the end of World War II as families tried to find lost loved ones.”

      “Precisely.”

      “We’ll check it out. That’s cool. What else have you got for us?”

      “Let me see. Well, London continues to make strides. More transformers are being replaced every day and more and more of the city is getting electricity and coming back under government control. So things are trending in the right direction. Still a bloody long way to go, but we’re getting there. Oops, I’m being signaled that I have to dash to another meeting. Great speaking with you. Love to Addie. Cheers!”

      

      Two weeks later, Mason and Talib were coming back from reinforcing a couple of the roadblocks on the road up the mountain with additional felled trees when Mason’s SAT phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number but answered it.

      “Hello?”

      “Mason!? I can’t believe it’s you! It’s Véronique!”

      “Oh my God! Véro! You’re alive. I’m so happy! Where are you and how the hell did you survive?!”

      “I could ask you the same question! I’m at my parents’ chateau in the Loire. When the electricity first went out, I didn’t think a lot of it. But when the phones and the cars didn’t work either, I had a premonition that something really bad had happened. I got scared and couldn’t sleep that first night—especially after what had happened to Alain. So about four a.m. I went down to our garage in the basement and somehow, don’t ask me how, my little Peugeot worked. Perhaps it was far enough underground, I don’t know. But it worked. And I just drove straight to the chateau without stopping.”

      “That’s so great. You always were a smart lady! And how have things been down there?”

      “They’ve been okay, actually. You know, it’s bizarre. Everything has turned almost feudal here. Chateau Chaumont still has its ancient fortifications. And many locals, especially those who know our family or have worked for us over the years, just started coming to the chateau and offering their services—along with their cousins and extended families. So, before we knew it, the place was full and we had a small private army, because everyone down here has guns and hunts. We’ve been operating kind of like our ancestors did two hundred years ago. We’ve had a fair number of skirmishes and shootouts as stragglers from the cities have come, but for the most part we are protected and have access to what we need from farms on our property. Tell me, where are you guys, and is everyone okay?”

      “Kelly had literally just finished buying a small cottage high on a mountaintop in a remote canton of Switzerland when the attack happened. So, we are in a very isolated place. But we have a small farm here and are living a very peaceful life—well, at least we are now. I’ll tell you the full story another day.”

      Mason and Véro continued to talk for another ten minutes or so as he and Talib were walking back to the chalet. When they finally made it back, Mason went upstairs to find Kelly sitting in the big chair in their bedroom, knitting a tiny pair of children’s booties.

      “How was your day, hon?” she said as he bent down and kissed her.

      “It was fine. We dropped a bunch more trees at the second and third roadblocks. But you won’t believe who called on the phone as we were walking back.”

      “Who?”

      “Véro. She’s alive and has been staying at her parents’ chateau in the Loire Valley.”

      “That’s great! Did she get our number off of that registry?”

      “She did.”

      “How did she get down there after the EMP? Wasn’t she in Paris? Because Alain had just been killed, like, two days before.”

      “Yeah, it’s crazy. Her little Peugeot was in their garage under their house, and apparently, it’s so deep underground that it somehow didn’t get affected by it. Who knows. Anyway, she drove down there the very first night.”

      “Good for her. Any other news on the old gang, or anyone?”

      “Um, nothing big. Oh yeah, she did mention that she’s four months pregnant and has decided to name the baby Mason.”

      Kelly’s face went white as a ghost. Mason waited a full three or four seconds before erupting in laughter. “I’m just fucking with you,” he said, dropping to his knees in front of her and trying to grab her hands to ask forgiveness.

      “So not funny. You’re such a dick!” Kelly said, as she forced herself to hold back from laughing as well. She put her foot on Mason’s chest and pushed him off balance, as she continued to struggle not to laugh.

      Mason pleaded for forgiveness between fits of laughter, as he finally stood back on his feet. “You should’ve seen your face. I’m sorry, hon. Come on. You gotta admit it was a little funny,” he said, still wearing an insuppressible grin.

      “I shoulda left your dumbass and kept the gold,” she said with a grin as she continued to focus on her knitting.

      “I know. I’m a dumbass. I was only kidding.”

      “You’re a dumbass in general. In fact, you’re being a dumbass right now—and I’m not talking about your stupid joke.”

      “What? I don’t get it. What am I missing?”

      “That’s right. Stop for just two seconds and ask yourself, what is my dumbass missing?”

      Finally, he said, “Oh my god! Those booties you’re knitting are way too small for Addie! For real? Really?” he said, looking directly into her eyes, as tears filled his own.

      Kelly looked back at him and just nodded rapidly with a massive smile on her face, as she began to cry as well.

      “How far along are you?”

      “About two months.”

      Crying uncontrollably now, Mason dropped back to his knees, dove into her arms, and hugged her with all his might.

      Kelly whispered to him as he hugged her, “It’s the third pair of booties I’ve knitted in the last two days. I thought I was going to have to knit a whole wardrobe before you finally noticed.”
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      Ten months later

      

      “Honey, it’s official!” Mason yelled up the stairs to Kelly. “Martial law has been lifted in France. It’s in the news this morning. The Journal online says the military still has a presence on the streets in most major cities, but that the Police National are officially in charge again. It’s really happening.”

      Kelly came to the top of the stairs and said in a stern whisper, “That’s great. But keep it down. You’ll wake Charlie.”

      Kelly had given birth to a healthy baby boy three months before. They named him Charles, which had been a name in Kelly’s family for generations.

      Talib heard Mason yelling and came out of his room, formerly Elsa and Jakob’s bedroom downstairs, saying, “Wow. Things really are getting all the way back to normal, then, huh?”

      “Well, yes and no,” Mason replied. “Yes, in that basic electricity, gas, and water are all back on in the major cities and the government is in charge again. And, I guess I’d say, no in that some segments of the economy are still wildly outside of historical norms—like real estate. Values of homes in Paris are about one tenth of what they used to be. So many people perished during the madness that there is a huge oversupply of housing.”

      Talib replied, “Yeah. I read that. I also saw that the other side of the economic imbalance is gold. It’s now running close to twenty times what it was before the attack. It hit forty thousand euros an ounce this week. I confess I can’t help but track it, given its relevance to all that has happened to you guys.” Talib then asked, “When are you thinking of returning to Paris?”

      “That’s a good question. It has been on my mind a lot lately. The lifting of martial law makes it even more enticing. I’m thinking I might do a solo trip back to assess things first, before I risk bringing Kelly and the kids. What do you think? You wanna road trip back with me one day soon?”

      “I would love to.”

      

      Three days later, around 4 p.m., Mason and Talib pulled Max up in front of their old apartment building on Avenue Georges Mandel. Mason noticed Talib, who had been quiet for a while, had a strange look on his face, a cross somewhere between melancholy and fear.

      “Hey, you okay?” Mason asked.

      “Yes. I believe so. It’s just going to be difficult going back into our old apartment, with all that has happened since the last time I was here . . . with Marie-Laure.”

      “I hear ya, buddy. I know it seems like it was such a long time ago, given all we’ve been through, and yet it was only, what, thirteen months, maybe fourteen months? I lost count.”

      “I know it’s going to be hard for me to go back in there with all those memories.”

      “Oh. I mean no disrespect, but it probably won’t be as bad as you think.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because nothing is going to look like it did before. It’s going to be totally destroyed. All your shit is going to be gone. Come on. Let’s check out mine first, you’ll see what I mean.”

      As they walked into the main front corridor, they saw that Talib’s door on the right was broken into splinters, kicked in by vandals. Mason and Kelly had purposefully left their door unlocked. It was now swinging open, but still intact. The two men stepped into Mason and Kelly’s apartment. As predicted, not a single piece of furniture or picture on the wall remained. Everything had been broken up for firewood and burned. The cupboards, some still with their doors open, were completely bare. Not a single can or box of food.

      “Only a couple of holes in the walls, and all the appliances appear undamaged—which is not that surprising since they couldn’t burn them, and they were useless without electricity. All in all, it doesn’t look that bad.”

      The men walked upstairs and found the same thing. No article of clothing, no bedding, no bedframes, no pictures on the wall. It was as if movers had just left after cleaning the place out. Other than the shattered front door, Talib’s place was largely the same.

      As they finished their walkthroughs, Mason said, “I brought a couple pillows and blankets if you want to crash at my place tonight. The floor won’t be that comfortable, but it will be better than sleeping in Max.”

      

      The next morning, Mason and Talib walked the few hundred yards to Place du Trocadéro and were overjoyed to see that their old haunt, the Café Kléber, was open, albeit with a very limited menu. It was a simple café au lait and a sandwich mixte, but it never tasted so good.

      As they finished breakfast, Talib asked Mason, “So what’s on your agenda today?”

      “I think I’m going to drive Max to SCI and see if anyone is there or if there is any information on which of my colleagues has survived. I’m also going to check at Hôtel de Ville to see if there is any news on other friends. And I want to see if there is a way to donate funds to help the city, and her people to get back on their feet.”

      “Wow. That’s generous of you.”

      “Well, it may seem that way, but in reality, with the price of gold as high as it is, even the half that Kelly took out of the vault in Zurich is now worth ten times what the total amount was before. It would be totally gluttonous to horde that with so many people in need.”

      “Still, you and Kelly are very generous people.”

      “It’s nice of you to say, but I still can’t help but wonder how the karma of the universe may have treated us differently if we had been more generous the first time around. That fucking gold has been the cause of an awful lot of pain for a lot of people.”

      “I understand. I’m still feeling quite guilty for the role Marie-Laure and I played in that.”

      “Stop it. No one thinks that. You had nothing to do with it. And it’s all behind us now anyway. Also, just because we’re choosing to be more altruistic, don’t mistake me for Mother Teresa. I definitely have my eye on a hôtel particulier on the river, given how insanely cheap they are now,” Mason said as they both laughed.

      “Hey, I just want to let you know that I think I’m going to stay—here—in Paris. As in, I do not think I will go back to Switzerland with you when you return. Are you okay with that?” Talib asked.

      “Of course. I totally get it. Things seem like they are fine here, at least from a safety perspective anyway. And I’m sure we’ll be coming back as well in another month, maybe two.”

      “I need to look for Marie-Laure’s family and explain what happened. I’ll check to see if de Perignon survived, and if we still have a company. And generally, figure out what I’m going to do with my life now.”

      Since they arrived in Paris, Mason had been carrying a small leather travel bag with a shoulder strap. Talib had not bothered to ask him what was in it. As they finished their breakfast, Mason reached into the bag and retrieved what appeared to be a roll of coins, neatly packed into a cylindrical paper wrapper, the kind that banks use.

      He reached across the table and placed the roll in front of Talib, saying, “Here. I want you to have this. It’s a roll of coins. And I don’t mean the type you get from the French treasury, at least not anymore. The paper roll is a nice touch. Kelly, who loves everything organized, rolled all the ones she took from the vault in Zurich. There are twenty-five coins in each roll, each coin weighing roughly one ounce.”

      “Oh, Mason, no. I can’t accept this. After all you and Kelly have done. You saved my life so many times, in so many ways. It is I who owe you. No. Thank you, but no.”

      “Talib, my friend, listen to me. When I tell you what I’m about to tell you, you might smack me for not giving you more. We have roughly 320 neatly packed rolls like this one back at the chalet. I can sure as hell afford to give you one of them. You already know our secret—hell, all our secrets—so it’s silly to try to hide it now. At the insane price of gold today, you’re holding a million euros. Take it. Use it. Give some of it away. Buy your own big-ass hôtel particulier on the Seine if you want. Start a company. Whatever you want. That should help you get back on your feet and then some. But I’d invest it now before this crazy inversion ends and prices get back to normal.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say nothing. Just take it. I’m just sharing our good fortune, if you’ll forgive the play on words.”

      “My friend, how can I ever repay you?”

      “Oh my God. Stop. Discussion over. You can bring me some kick-ass deal to invest in when you guys get Quintille back up and running.”

      A few minutes later, the two men shared a long hug goodbye in front of the Kléber.

      “I may see you back at your apartment tonight, I may not—depending on what I find with Marie-Laure’s family. When are you going back to Switzerland?”

      “Not sure yet. Two days. Maybe three. Depends on how long it takes me to knock out all the things on my hit list. We’ll see. If I don’t see you later, stay in our apartment as long as you want, until you get your door replaced,” Mason said. “And text me your cell number once you get one. You have our SAT phone number, right?”

      “I do. I know it by heart,” Talib said, as he waved goodbye to his friend.
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      Six months later

      

      Mason surprised Kelly by coming home from work early. It was just before noon on a beautiful spring day. Home was now the Hôtel de Chimay, a seventeenth-century hôtel particulier on Quai Malaquais, situated on the river Seine, immediately across from the Musée du Louvre. The mansion had most recently been part of the famous Beaux-Arts school, but the school sought to sell it after the EMP attack, given the precipitous drop in enrollment. Mason paid them twice the asking price. The building needed extensive renovations to convert it to a private home, so having workmen coming and going was part of their daily life now.

      “Hey, beautiful!” Mason said, finding Kelly sprawled in a chair in their master suite on the third floor. “You look beat.”

      “Hey there, yourself. What are you doing home? I thought you were going into the office after your meeting with Minister Attal.”

      “I was gonna. But things went so well, I decided to take the rest of the day off to, hopefully, spend it with you.”

      “Aww. That’s sweet. Tell me how it went.”

      “Well, he came through. I mean, he really came through.”

      “So, Macron agreed to the tax thing?”

      “They went a step further. They said if we’d up the donation from 75 million to 100 million euros they’d lobby President Johnson to honor the same ‘no income tax for life’ deal that France has agreed to. I told them that I had to square it with you first, but I’m totally cool with that if you are. Oh! And according to Attal, Macron already called Johnson and convinced him to make it happen. We just have to agree to the new number.”

      “I’m fine with that. I mean, we have another fifty million to go to hit the amount we agreed to give away. It’ll just make the job easier. Did they try to push the publicity thing on you again?”

      “Yeah. But I shut it down. Like we agreed, I told him it has to be anonymous or it ain’t happening.”

      “Okay. I vote yes—don’t you think?”

      “Yeah. The no-tax thing is insane. Hell, it’s worth it for that alone, even without the feel-good factor. I’ll send him an email later to confirm in writing that the deal is a go,” Mason said, before adding, “Okay, let’s play hooky! Maybe we walk over to Café de Flore and do a long lunch on the outdoor patio—like old times.”

      After a long exhale, Kelly replied, “That sounds perfect. I’m so up for that. I’ve been dealing with contractors and material shortages all morning.” She then paused a moment as she noticed the strange bag Mason was carrying. “What’s in the bag?”

      With a wide-eyed, mischievous smile, he reached into the bag and very slowly pulled out—a soccer ball.

      Kelly searched Mason’s eyes to see if it was just a coincidence or if he had indeed remembered their conversation from long ago. But before she could ask the question, he said, as he began to tear up, “I know it’s a little bit early for Addie and Charlie to chase each other around the house or for me to use this to play with them in the garden, but I just wanted to make sure we had it here for when they’re ready.”

      When he finished, he just stood there in the room holding it, with tears running down his face. Kelly jumped up and ran into his arms, burying her face into his chest as she wept along with him.

      “I love you so much,” she said. “You were so right. I just had to have faith. It all came true.”

      “I love you right back, beautiful lady. And I gotta tell you, none of this would’ve happened had it not been for you—in so many ways. None of us would be here but for you.”

      

      Twenty minutes later, as they were walking the short five-minute walk to Café de Flore, Kelly’s cell phone rang.

      “Véro. How are you?” she said as she answered. “Uh-huh. Uh-uh. Okay. I have a surprise for you. I’m actually walking to lunch with him right now. He’s taking the afternoon off. Sure. hold on, I’ll ask.” Turning to Mason, Kelly said, “Véro wants to know if we can come over for tea this afternoon. Maybe around three.”

      “Cool by me, if you can swing it.”

      “We’d love to. We have someone watching the kids. We’re both playing hooky this afternoon. We’ll come over after our lunch. Three is fine. Thanks. See you then.”

      

      Mason and Kelly enjoyed a two-hour, multi-course meal on the outdoor terrace at the café, reminiscing about the old days, and enjoying the people watching—which was now back in full swing as the world got more and more back to normal. Afterward they strolled arm and arm over to rue de Grenelle and Véro’s exquisite palace, which had renovations of its own going on, to restore it to its pre-EMP glory.

      As the three of them sat on the garden terrace waiting for their tea to arrive, Véronique said, “It’s so exciting that you guys bought the Hôtel de Chimay! The views of the river must be spectacular.”

      Kelly replied, “To be honest we both had reservations about buying it. Neither of us are used to living in a place of that size. I think our apartment on Georges Mandel was a more natural fit for us.”

      Mason added, “Yeah, we struggled with the decision but from an investment standpoint it seemed crazy not to buy it. I’m certain within five years the values of these historic mansions will be back in the stratosphere, so it was too good a bargain to pass up. At least that’s what I keep telling myself. Who knows. Hans once told me that he thought I had some hidden insecurity to always have to have the best of everything—I just didn’t want to admit it. Who knows. Maybe he was right.”

      A few minutes later, they had only just begun to enjoy their tea when the butler came out with a concerned look on his face and said to Véronique, “I’m sorry to disturb, madame. A police inspector Geraud is here to see you. He says it’s about your husband’s death.”
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      Véronique replied to her butler, “It’s okay. I’ll see him. Bring him through.” As the butler left, she turned to Mason and Kelly and said, “This is the police detective who was handling Alain’s murder. I’m sure it won’t take long. You don’t mind if he interrupts our tea for a few minutes, do you?”

      “No, not at all,” they both replied.

      The butler returned, leading the inspector onto the terrace.

      “Inspector! What a pleasant surprise. It has been quite a long time. I must say I’m so pleased to see that you survived the attack and the aftermath,” Véro said. “Please meet my dear friends, Mr. and Mrs. Wright.”

      “Madame, Monsieur.” He nodded toward Mason and Kelly before saying to Véronique, “I am sorry to interrupt your tea, I will not stay long. I just wanted to bring something to your attention. As you can imagine, all of the security cameras in Paris, and in Western Europe for that matter, were knocked out by the EMP, and the footage on their hard drives destroyed. So we had lost hope that we would ever recover footage of the day your husband was killed,” he said, then paused for dramatic effect.

      “However,” he continued, “it appears that one building, approximately thirty meters away from the scene of the crime, had an older security system. One in which the footage was still being recorded on a DVD, as opposed to a solid-state drive. DVDs, as you may or may not know, are not affected by an EMP if they are no longer in the machine. This particular camera happened to fill the last remaining storage on the DVD the next morning—which was before the EMP attack happened. So the security guard on duty removed it from the machine, put it in its case, and stored it in the rack with the other DVDs. He then inserted a new DVD in the machine—which was promptly fried the next day by the EMP. So what does this mean? This means that the attack was captured on camera and that the video footage of it has survived. I have copied this footage onto the iPad I have here with me. With your permission, I’d like to show it to you in the hopes that you can identify the attacker.”

      With a look of both anticipation and distress, Véro said, “Alright. These are two of my closest friends and I’d prefer it if they were here with me to see this. Guys, please come around the table and watch this with me. I can’t watch this alone.”

      Mason and Kelly complied with her request and came around and sat next to her. The inspector then propped up the iPad on the table in front of them and said, “I have set it to play at the operative moment.”

      The three of them watched carefully as Alain came out of his office and was greeted by a man he seemed to know. The two spoke for a moment and then Alain began to walk on alone, in the direction of the camera. The other man followed, and it was clear from their body language they were having some sort of dispute. It was too far away to have a clear look at the man, but one could see his general size, hair color, sunglasses, clothing, etc. At one point the man grabbed Alain by the arm to stop him from walking away. Alain then jerked his arm free and pushed the man in the chest with both arms, at which point the man, reacting with a lightning-fast reflex, leaned back and karate kicked Alain in the face, sending him flying into the street in front of the passing oil truck. The man then hesitated for a moment, before he calmly turned and walked away at a normal pace in the opposite direction.

      “I’m sorry to have to show you that. I know how distressing it must be.” Picking up the iPad and swiping the screen a few times, the inspector said, “This is the best enlarged picture of the man that we were able to obtain from the footage.” He placed the iPad in Véronique’s lap, and added, “Please look carefully at this man and tell me if you know him. As you can see, he is wearing a very distinctive, worn-out rugby shirt that clearly says ‘Ireland’ on the logo. Do you know him? Have you ever seen him or anyone like him talking with your husband before?”

      Véro looked closely at the magnified image, and calmly shook her head from side to side as she showed the iPad to Kelly and Mason in turn. Kelly’s blood ran cold upon seeing the footage, and especially the magnified image, but she calmly shook her head no as well. Mason had been frozen in fear the entire time since the inspector had said the word “DVD,” but he showed zero emotion on his face or in his body language. As Mason handed the iPad back to Véro, her eyes met his with a look that told him unequivocally that she knew. And how could she not? Everyone close to him had made fun of him for always wearing the worn-out Ireland rugby shirt.

      Turning back to the inspector, she said calmly, “No, Inspector. I’m terribly sorry. I wish we could be of some service in this matter, but I don’t know this man. And it seems my friends don’t know him either.”

      “I feared that might be the case. You had told me your husband had recently taken up with some unsavory characters. I just had to check. Uh, one final thing. I must set your expectations honestly in regard to this matter. There has been so much crime and mayhem since the EMP, the priority of the police is no longer on incidents prior to the attack. I came here today on my own, as a courtesy and a last effort to solve this case. I’m very sorry.”

      The inspector excused himself and Kelly, Mason, and Véronique casually finished their afternoon tea. Kelly desperately wanted to leave but was unsure whether Véro knew, so she did not want to act out of the ordinary. Mason was certain Véro knew and wanted the extra time with her to assess her reaction. Was she sad, mad, happy, or indifferent? In any case, no one played their hand or mentioned it at all, and Mason wondered if that’s how it would always be.

      

      An hour later, Mason and Kelly said their goodbyes and passed through the massive courtyard gates, turning onto rue de Grenelle as they began the fifteen-minute walk home. For the first hundred yards or so neither said a word. Finally, Kelly stopped walking, spun Mason to face her, and exploded, “I cannot believe that you fucking killed Alain! How could you not have told me?! We had sworn an oath never to kill anyone, and I know we made exceptions for really bad guys recently—but our friends? How do you kill one of our friends and just happen to not tell me?! For Christ’s sake, I’m your wife! Was all this talk about telling each other everything just bullshit? Or did you mean that I just have to tell you everything?!”

      Mason calmly replied, “Okay. I understand that you’re upset. I just need to know if you want the truth right now, or if you just want to yell at me for a while.”

      Still furious, but wanting to hear what happened, Kelly said, “Go on. I’m listening.”

      “Remember Véro’s big party shortly before the EMP hit? Did you see when her housekeeper, Farida, pulled me aside and said her daughter had been trying to reach me?”

      “Yeah. That seemed normal. Corrine works for you guys at SCI.”

      “Yes. She called several times, and we kept missing each other. But she rang again and got me the day Alain died. What she wanted to tell me had nothing to do with work. Farida was petrified to tell me herself, so she asked Corrine to get word to me. Apparently, she had been cleaning the rooms one day and distinctly heard Alain, who didn’t know she was in the next room, say the following phrase into his mobile phone: ‘Yes, but you never told me that you planned to kidnap their fucking daughter!’—or words to that effect. She said it was clear and unmistakable. As soon as Corrine told me I left to go confront him and find out who was behind it all. But when I caught up with him, the asshole wouldn’t even talk to me. Here he had put our child and our family in mortal danger, and he wouldn’t even speak to me about it. I was already rip-shit angry. So when he pushed me, I lost it. How was I to know that he was such a waif that he’d go flying into the street in front of a fucking oil truck?! It was a complete disaster. Not only had I just accidentally killed a family friend, I killed the only person we knew who could tell us what the hell was going on!”

      “So why didn’t you tell me!?”

      “I always planned to. You were in such a fragile place then. You were still depressed. You were already worried I was sleeping with Véro. What was I supposed to say? ‘I happened to break our promise and kill someone—oh, and it happens to be the husband of the woman you suspect I’m in love with, and oh yeah—he’s also the only person who could have told us who kidnapped Addie and why.’ There’s no way you could have handled that at that moment. Hell, you had just come back from Switzerland prepping for the end of the fucking world. I couldn’t bring him back. So I just resolved to tell you later. But the EMP hit two days later, and life has been insane since then.”

      “That’s a cop-out and you know it! There have been a hundred times since then you could’ve told me!” Kelly shouted as she shook her head in disgust.

      Mason had had enough. His response was twenty decibels louder than his prior sentence. “Oh, those holier-than-though words mean so much coming from the gold-stealing, ear-stabbing queen herself! Listen, that fucker was directly responsible for mafia thugs kidnapping our daughter! You want me to feel bad for killing him? It’s never gonna happen. I’m sorry I killed him before I got the info out of him that I needed. But that’s the best you’re gonna get! Get over it! And whether you believe it or not, I really was going to tell you someday. But lately, I figured it just didn’t matter anymore because they’re all dead. So I was letting some time pass before I purposefully dug up this painful old shit to tell you.”

      Kelly just looked away, saying nothing. Mason had said all he intended to say on the matter, so he was silent as well. Ten seconds passed. Then thirty. After about a minute, a subtle smile crept across Kelly’s face.

      “‘Gold-stealing, ear-stabbing queen’? Did you really just say that?” she said, fighting hard to suppress a smile.

      Mason just nodded, looking in her direction but not in her eyes, as a slight smile crept across his face as well.

      Kelly’s smile turned into a chuckle. When Mason responded in kind, with a nervous grin, her chuckle turned into a laugh. Before they knew it, they were both laughing uncontrollably. Through her fit of laughter, Kelly tried to repeat it, “Gold stealing, ear-stabbing queen! Where the hell did that come from!?”

      Mason ended up leaning against the side of a building, almost hyperventilating from laughter.

      Finally, they caught their breath and settled back down. As they started walking again, Mason tried to close the subject out by saying, “I’m sorry I waited so long to tell you. I really was planning to.”

      Still smiling, Kelly replied, “Let’s be clear, you didn’t tell me. I found out from a police inspector. And you’re still an asshole. I guess I don’t really care that you killed him. I just care that you didn’t tell me. But, be that as it may, and as much as it pains me to admit it—you’re still in the net positive column today. The soccer ball, that . . . that was epic. That’s one I’ll remember for the rest of my life.”

      He replied, “Thank you. That was from the heart. I’m just really bummed that we ended up having a fight—because it means my plan for the remainder of the afternoon is probably off the table now, and that is a bona fide tragedy.”

      “And what was this plan of yours for the remainder of the afternoon?”

      “Oh, just to take you back home, rip every stitch of clothing off of you, and ravage your naked body for the next couple of hours.”

      “Not a realistic plan. Somewhere in there we would have to take care of, and nurse and feed, two beautiful children.”

      “Okay. I want to show that I can be sensitive to these things. I’m a modern dude. Then, maybe I would only have ravaged your naked body for one hour. But, like I said, I’m sure that’s all out the window—now that the whole ‘you killed our friend and never told me’ shit came up.”

      Kelly did not reply for about thirty seconds. Finally, she put her arm around him and slid her hand into the back pocket of his jeans as they were walking, saying, “Oh, I don’t know about that. Sometimes make-up sex can be the best of all. Tell me a little more about this plan of yours where I get ravaged for an hour.”

      Mason’s eyes bulged wide as he said, “Sure. Uh, let me see. Well, it starts with me throwing you over my shoulder and carrying you upstairs…”

      Looking off into the distance with a smile, she pretended to ignore him, saying, “I hope I don’t get tired from this long walk home. By the way, do you know if we still have that cowboy hat I bought a few years ago?”

      Breaking away from Kelly, Mason leapt into the street with his arm in the air and shouted, “Taxi!”

      
        
        --- fin ---
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