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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    San Francisco, CA 
 
    Teledyne Industries Mid-Coast HQ 
 
    October 2033 
 
      
 
    Michael Clemson was a big deal. He knew he was a big deal, and he made sure everyone else did as well. Especially the peons that worked for him. It was with this in mind that he put the cross look on his face when Madeline knocked on the door once and entered his office. Not that she had much choice, as he refused to let the rotating pool of office assistants use any means of communication that didn’t let him see them face to face.  
 
    She placed the internal memo on his desk, then retreated to her desk with a smile. He glanced at the door as she closed it behind her and harrumphed to himself. She had left it open just long enough for him to see the extra swing she put in her hips. 
 
    The high-rise suite wasn’t on the top floor of Teledyne’s glass and steel behemoth of a skyscraper in the greater San Francisco area, but it was as high as he could be without being a Corporate head. Looking out at the bay and the Golden Gate Bridge, he knew he would be there soon enough. 
 
    The rate at which Teledyne Industries was growing had increased exponentially in the past twenty-four months, and he knew what was coming would increase that rate again. At this point, the Corporation was one of the largest in the world—on the top ten list of manpower, money earned and spent, and land mass owned. He fully expected it to be in the top five within the next eighteen months and maybe in the top two by the end of the decade. 
 
    They had just taken over one of the preeminent corporations in North America. TTC, or Texas Technology Concern, was a leader in counter espionage monitoring. Now that they were part of Teledyne, Teledyne could easily use their systems to upgrade their Corporate espionage group, the group he was responsible for. He could already see the golden plaque on the wall in the top-floor office he would soon have.  
 
    He glanced at the gaudy gold and diamond timepiece on his wrist and looked back out the high-rise windows once more. This meeting was a big step toward that top floor office. One of TTC’s top specialists in counter terrorism, when that had been a thing, and counter espionage was here for an onboarding interview.  
 
    “Samra, dim screens by forty percent and block view.” He shuffled through the documents Madeline had left on his desk and smiled as the faint smell of her perfume wafted from the papers. This Mallone was supposed to be a sharp individual and had been talked up by both Stills and Baker as someone for the program. He stabbed the intercom button on his computer display and then touched the command key that would let Madeline know he was ready for the interview. 
 
    Almost immediately the knock came, and the office door opened to admit Madeline followed by a fairly nondescript man in his early to mid-thirties. It was hard to tell.  
 
    “Your ten o’clock sir, Mr. Asher Mallone.” The young blonde smiled again and pulled the door closed as she left. 
 
    “Have a seat, Mr. Mallone. Would you like coffee? Or anything else to drink, for that matter? It’s noon somewhere, eh?” he said with the big welcoming smile and booming voice he was known for. He believed it was important to make new people feel welcome and appreciated. He also liked to let them see a bit of the lavishness Teledyne could spread when they earned it. “You may as well give them something to shoot for” was one of the mottos he liked to quote whenever speaking about recruiting. 
 
    The newcomer sat easily in the chair facing Clemson and shook his head with a slight smile. “No, thank you, sir. Your office assistant served me some coffee while I was waiting. Jamaican, I believe? It has been some time since I enjoyed a cup that good.” 
 
    “Ha! Indeed, it is Jamaican Blue Mountain, Single Plantation Reserve. I commend your taste. Madeline is a doll, isn’t she? So, let’s get to the business at hand, shall we? You are here because we recently acquired TTC, where you were employed. Our interviews of the staff took a little while to conduct and then we had to sort through the information, but my very thorough assistants have recommended you be retained. I have a program in mind where you would be a perfect fit. It’s a very important position, and I’m sure you will see how it could benefit you and your family.” He glanced down at his notes again and grunted. “Four children! How do you have the time? Ha, I bet your lovely wife has her hands full! Well, one of the benefits of working with Teledyne is a stipend for each child, to help pay for childcare and to assist the spouse when the employee is away.”  
 
    He retrieved a platinum pen from the stand on his desk and scribbled two numbers on a small piece of paper. “This is the salary we are prepared to offer, and the second number is the stipend.” 
 
    Asher looked at the numbers for a moment and then back at Clemson. “This is an exorbitant amount, sir. The salary alone is more than twice what I was making. And the stipend is well more than any childcare would cost for my children.” 
 
    “We believe in paying for talent, Mr. Mallone. But, believe me, you will be earning it. Oh, and the stipend amount is per child.” 
 
    A smile spread across Asher’s lips as he looked at the scribbled numbers again and realized what that salary and stipend would mean for Laurel and the kids. He knew this job would keep him away from home. A lot. But the interviewers he had spoken with earlier in the week had assured him that he would have adequate time at home as well. After the initial onboarding and training, of course. They had even suggested some amount of working from home would be possible. And this amount of money would allow Laurel to focus on whatever she desired, or even to stay home if that was what she wanted to do. 
 
    “Mr. Clemson, I would be honored to work for Teledyne Industries.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Austin, Texas 
 
    October 2033 
 
      
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    The screams of the twin seven-year-old girls made Asher happier than almost anything he could think of. Then he saw Laurel and knew of one thing just as good. She had Cal’s hand in one of hers and little Shey on the opposite hip. He felt a large smile spread across his face when he knelt down to hug his daughters and looked up at his wife and sons. Laurel smiled back and placed Shey in his arms while Cal ran to his dad like a little, wobbling, toy robot.  
 
    Several minutes later, Asher was able to stand and take his wife in his arms for a long hug. After a moment of feeling the tension leave his mind and body as if some magnet had pulled it away through the physical touch of his family, he gently pushed her out to arm’s length. With a hand on each of her shoulders, he smiled into his wife’s eyes. “We did it, Laurel. We have taken the next step in our ultimate plan. A huge step.” 
 
    She looked back into his eyes, a hesitant smile forming on her face. “You got the job?” 
 
    “More than that. Look at this,” he said handing her the scribbled-on piece of note paper he had kept from his final interview. “This is my new salary, and the lower number is what they called a stipend for each child. That much for each child, Hon.” 
 
    He waited patiently while the numbers sank into his wife’s lovely mind. He looked at her expectantly with a large grin on his face that he couldn’t contain, and she looked at him and then back to the small paper in her hand. 
 
    “Is this for real, Asher? Are these numbers for real?” She looked at him with a crooked smile. “Maybe we should have a couple more.” 
 
    He laughed as he took her hand and led his family toward the small house they had called home for the last few years. “It is real! Think what this means for our family! We can finally afford the larger home we’ve been dreaming of since we had the twins. We can get a house large enough for each child to have her or his own room.” 
 
    He stopped and faced her again. “You can leave that part time position at Brinks and stay at home to take care of Shey and the others full time. You can even homeschool Cal and the girls if you want. The options and opportunities have just increased for us by an order of magnitude.” 
 
    She smiled back, and he could see the wheels turning as she wrapped her mind around it. His wife was one who would consider every angle. Whereas he saw things more immediately than she usually did, she dissected every little fact before forming an opinion. But once she decided something was, it just was, and she was nearly always right. 
 
    She stared into his eyes. “Let’s get these hoodlums inside and order some food. I want to talk about the job and what it means for you, and for us, before I get too excited.” 
 
    He didn’t look forward to that conversation, but he could tell by the energy in her step, she was on board. He smiled and followed his family into the little house where it had all started. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Portland, OR 
 
    MARSDO, Inc. 
 
    Teledyne Industries Subsidiary 
 
    Network/Programming Headquarters 
 
    May 2034 
 
      
 
    Asher shook his head and tapped a few keys on the virtual keyboard. How does a Corporation as large as Teledyne, with all its subsidiaries, survive with code writers this inept? he wondered, tabbing through the pages of code. He was finding some line or portion of a line of code every two or three pages that needed adjusting, and all he could do was shake his head and fix what he found. 
 
    “How’s it going, Mallone?” The Lead Automation Supervisor for the training facility was a small woman with hair that would have been more in place in a shopping plaza five decades earlier. He looked at her and smiled as he thought the style was probably to cover the fact that her face was overly large for her tiny body. She was, however, one of the few people he had met with whom he could engage in an intelligent conversation. Most of the people in this facility kept their distance and left him alone to do his thing. 
 
    “Ah, Merigold. I have found several areas that could have been tempering the capabilities of the network. I can see how this is going to be a huge benefit to Teledyne Industries once it is up and running. I would suggest a complete rewrite of this code, however, perhaps using one of the modern coding languages. Some of the mistakes would not exist if it were not for the language it is written in.” 
 
    Merigold nodded and glanced at the virtual screen. “How long would it take to accomplish that, Asher? Let me rephrase that. How long would it take you to accomplish that?” 
 
    He looked at her and back at the number of pages of code he had already worked through. As the different systems and capabilities ran through his head, he ticked off several areas that could be bypassed altogether. “I would want to complete what I have started to gain a thorough understanding of what this system will do. After that, I could begin the writing process and probably increase the speed and capabilities four- or five-fold. I’m confident I could get it done, if I could work solely on this project, in about a month.” 
 
    The petite woman smiled and nodded once. “Continue with this for now. We know it will need to be done regardless. I will speak with Director Shamus and let you know.” 
 
    Asher was already back to work before she left the workstation. He didn’t see the smile as she walked away shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    A few weeks later, as he plugged away at the discrepancies in the current program, he was slightly startled by the ping of the workstation’s comm. He was almost never interrupted; the supervisors had seen how focused he became once he began his work.  
 
    “Yes,” he answered after the second ping.  
 
    “Mr. Mallone, this is Searvie Daniels, Director Shamus’ office manager. The director has requested your presence at Septions this evening at seven. Dress appropriately, please.” She said the last with resignation in her voice and cut the communication. 
 
    “What would the director want to see me about? Especially at Septions,” he wondered aloud as he got back to the code he was working on. He had hoped to complete it tonight. Ah, well. He would still be done before noon tomorrow.  
 
    He paused for a moment and tapped a few commands into his tablet. He had to bypass Teledyne’s security protocols and get through their firewall, but the request went out to the long-term hotel’s staff. His formal suit would be cleaned and pressed by the time he finished today’s work and returned to his room. 
 
    He was due to fly home next week, and he really hoped that wouldn’t be affected by this “request” of the director. He paused for a moment as he recalled the conversation weeks prior with Merigold. Perhaps they were going to take him up on his rewrite recommendation. Ah, well. Speculation would not help him complete this task, so after setting an alarm on the console, he refocused his concentration. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As he stepped into the elevator of MARSDO Tower, he nodded to the elevator man. “Septions, please.” 
 
    The sharply dressed elevator man nodded back with a large smile. “Of course, sir. We will be there momentarily. Do you have a reservation so I can call ahead for the maître d’?”  
 
    “Ah, Director Shamus is expecting me.” 
 
    The man’s hand stopped just before he touched the button marked ‘S’. He shifted to the side and lifted a small door that Asher hadn’t noticed and touched a pad with his third finger. A pale blue light glowed around the extended appendage for a moment, then the car began to move rapidly upwards. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Mallone. The director’s assistant informed me to expect you.”  
 
    After what seemed like a remarkably short time to reach the sixty-fifth floor, the car slowed to a stop, and the door quietly opened. Asher withdrew a bill from his pocket. 
 
    The car man stopped him with a gesture and smiled. “That has been taken care of, sir. Have a good evening.” 
 
    The door whooshed closed, and Asher was left staring at the wall. He shrugged and turned to find a small lobby that was empty except for a pretty young lady at a large reception desk. He stepped forward across the plush wall-to-wall carpet. Murals of ancient Roman chariot races covered the walls, the characters life sized and life like. 
 
    “Mr. Mallone, the director and his party are in the gallery dining room. Misty will show you the way.” A woman with a lovely smile looked over the desk at Asher, and he felt himself smiling back automatically. 
 
    Another young woman appeared as if from nowhere and placed her hand on the crook of his arm. “This way, sir.” 
 
    He smiled down at her as she guided him around the corner. “Of course.” 
 
    He was taken aback at the plushness of the facility. Asher had seen many photos and videos of the dining area at Septions, and it was one of the nicest venues in the Portland sprawl. But this, this was silk wall draperies with diamonds, gold, and platinum encrusted in the paint making up the murals. Everything was over-the-top fabulous in every way.  
 
    The horses pulling the chariots had rubies the size of golf balls for eyes, and the Roman chariot drivers had emeralds. Every chariot contained a man and a woman being pulled by two steeds. The animals had more cloth on their bridles than either chariot passenger. Asher felt his face turn slightly red. 
 
    The young woman, barely more than a girl, led Asher through a curtained opening to an astounding sight that nearly took his breath away. This was a part of the restaurant he had heard of but never really believed existed. This was the meeting and dining area of the truly elite.  
 
    The floor-to-ceiling windows looking out of the room were as clear as the air. He could see miles out into the Pacific Ocean and the confluence of the Columbia River. The other side looked out on Willapa Bay and Long Island, with the dark greenery of the wildlife refuge and the bright blue of the water contrasting each other.  
 
    “Amazing isn’t it, Mr. Mallone?” Merigold looked out of place in the regal gown, but he easily recognized her over-sized face and dark auburn hair. 
 
    “It is, indeed. I have never seen the like, even from an airplane window.” He smiled as she took his arm and led him to a table the size of a large SUV. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce Asher Mallone, gentlemen. He is the code writer that has been repairing our network code.” She turned back to Asher with a little, mischievous smile. “Asher, tell me you have nearly completed the repair portion. I have stated that you will be finished by the end of the week.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, ma’am. I should actually be completed by tomorrow afternoon.” He didn’t know why, but these people made him a little nervous. It was odd because no one had made him nervous since his early military training. 
 
    “Excellent!” She allowed him to hold her chair for her, then she motioned for him to take the empty chair next to hers. 
 
    As he sat, he began to get a feeling the other two people at the table were in a hurry. They weren’t overly obvious about it, but they didn’t seem to be patient types. Director Shamus looked at Merigold and raised an eyebrow. She nodded once, almost imperceptibly, and looked at Asher. 
 
    “So, Asher, tell us about your proposal to rewrite the code for our network. Specifically, we want to know how that will improve the network.” 
 
    Asher looked at the petite woman for a moment as he gathered his thoughts. He then glanced at the two directors, knowing they were the real audience. “Ah, as we discussed the other day, the current code is written in an older coding language. It was sufficient at the time, but as hardware and software have become more efficient, the improvement in coding has slowly fallen behind. You all know, I’m sure, of more advanced technology currently in development. There is even talk of huge leaps in nanotechnology as it relates to healthcare. My point is mechanics are growing in leaps and bounds, while coding and programming have taken a bit of a break in growth.” Both men nodded and directed Asher to continue. 
 
    “I was working on a much-improved coding language when I was at TTC, but it was never completed with the buyout and all. With only a few firmware updates, it would allow this programming to achieve its real potential. This language is far enough ahead of current software that it will be sufficient for several robust upgrades. I have spent some of my free time finishing and perfecting the language, and it is ready to go into use.” 
 
    “So, you have a language that is ready to test?” The taller of the two directors looked as if he could have been in one of the chariots in the lobby in real life. Jet-black hair and a chiseled jaw surrounded the dark eyes that bored into Asher’s. There was something oddly familiar about the man, but Asher was certain he had never met him. 
 
    “No, sir, it’s been tested. I’ve written it into various systems and run it alongside the current code. I made a couple of improvements along the way, but it is ready to be used.” 
 
    Director Shamus smiled for the first time since Asher’s arrival and looked at the taller man. “Well, there you have it, Mikhail. Straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.”  
 
    The larger man grunted and shrugged. “He has done everything he said he would so far; I see no reason to begin doubting him now.” 
 
    The man known as Mikhail looked back at Asher and smiled. “I knew you would benefit Teledyne, Mr. Mallone. You can start writing this new code language, or whatever you call it, as soon as you finish the repair on the old one. If you are true to your word, you should be done in a couple of weeks, then you can take some time at home. We are discussing a new role for you and should have a decision by the end of your vacation. Spend some time with your four children and that beautiful wife.” 
 
    The big man turned back to Shamus and began a new conversation in a low voice. It was clear he was done with them. Asher looked at Merigold, and she nodded toward the door. As he stood, he noticed she didn’t have a drink at her place like the two men did. She looked up at him with something in her eyes that may have been a warning. “I’ll escort you out, Asher.”  
 
    He held her chair as she stood, and they left the table without so much as a glance from the two directors. As they were leaving the dining room, Mikhail laughed a large booming laugh that made Asher hesitate and look back at the man. Merigold pulled gently, yet insistently, on his arm, and they continued.  
 
    Asher was remembering an identical booming laugh from the man named Michael with whom he had interviewed when he joined Teledyne over a year earlier. The comments about his family and beautiful wife fell into place. That man had been shorter and heavier, and his face was totally different, but Asher knew, somehow, this was the same man. 
 
    The elevator door opened, and Merigold ushered him into the car, Asher was already working on the new code in his mind. He barely noticed as he left the elevator and walked out into the twilight of the sun setting over the ocean. A large black car pulled up, and he opened the door for his boss. She got in and motioned for him to join her. 
 
    “We will give you a ride back to your apartment, Asher. Unless you were going somewhere else?” She looked at him with a raised eyebrow, and he shook his head.  
 
    “No, ma’am, I’m only going there.” He sat in the rear seat next to her and closed the door. “I expected you to stay with the director.” 
 
    “Ha, no. Asher, I was only there because I brought you to his attention. People like the director very seldom have time for people like me and you.” She looked out the window on her side of the automobile while they weaved through traffic.  
 
    The rest of the trip, each was lost in their own thoughts, and silence filled the car. In what seemed like a very short time, the car pulled up alongside the curb in front of the extended-stay residence where his apartment was located. 
 
    “Thank you for the ride, ma’am. I hope you have a nice evening.” 
 
    “Thank you, Asher. You, too. Get your thoughts together, and let’s put that code into play as soon as possible. While you are considering your plan of action, create a list of anything you need from me. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” She looked back out her window as the car pulled out into traffic and sped away. 
 
    He stood for a moment at the curb, then turned and walked briskly inside, already lost in thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher looked around the office and allowed himself a mental head shake. The opulence amazed him. He had been in this very office just weeks before, but the entire space had been changed since then. The tile flooring was sea green with pearl inlays in random patterns throughout. An aquatic theme covered the floor and carried throughout the suite of rooms. He was sure he even smelled sea water and salt in the air. 
 
    Life-size murals of an underwater world covered the walls from floor to ceiling, and one scene caught his attention—an octopus with its tentacles wrapped about a dolphin, but the tentacles were twisted into four pairs. Each pair entwined to become one, so that there were four overly large tentacles thoroughly holding the dolphin in its grasp. There was something odd in the design of the large tentacles that drew his attention, but he couldn’t place it. 
 
    The desk surrounding Director Shamus looked to be made from the wood of a shipwreck and was covered in marble the color of pearl. The windows encompassing the section of wall not covered in seascape tinted the natural sunlight a shade of green that cast an eerie underwater glow throughout the entire room.  
 
    “Mr. Mallone! Have a seat, my friend. Let me get you something to celebrate with.” Director Shamus touched a button on his desk, and a receptionist came in immediately with a choice of beers and wines on a tray she balanced with ease as she floated across the tile. “Please, I insist. Take whichever you like. Or, if it is more to your liking, Lish will bring you some powder or roll you something to smoke.” 
 
    Asher looked at the young woman, then back to the director before answering. “Thank you, sir. I’ll have a Pinot Blanc if you have that available, miss.”  
 
    Lish smiled at him and bobbed her head in an enthusiastic nod, blonde curls bouncing. “Of course, sir. We have a local one that is particularly tasty.”  
 
    Asher accepted the glass she handed him and sipped the cool semi-dry wine. He nodded in appreciation to the slim woman, and her face beamed as she turned and left the room. 
 
    “Mr. Mallone, the new upload has been working flawlessly. It has far exceeded the expectations of the managers. They have all gone on and on about how well you have done with this task. In appreciation of your hard work, you are going to have a full month at home with the family.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Laurel and the children will definitely appreciate that, as do I.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, well, I do have a small task to keep your mind busy while you are at home. I am having my assistant, Manning, send you a packet. Please look over the program and the system requirements. Keep in mind, it is proprietary information. Not for the general public, if you will. So please ensure you are in a safe area when you are reviewing the material.” 
 
    Asher nodded to the director. He really hoped it would not take up too much of his time. The kids were off school for summer break, and he hoped to spend most of his time doing dad stuff. The thought made him smile, and he had to bring himself back to the present with a mental head shake.  
 
    “Of course, sir. I have a dedicated office in the new house that has a privacy screen and shutters for the windows. I will be most careful.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Can you tell me what it is I am reviewing?” 
 
    Shamus looked at him for a moment, and Asher thought he would deny the request. Then the director smiled and took a folder from one of the hidden drawers in the shipwreck desk. He opened the wax seal with a small letter opener and handed the folder across to Asher.  
 
    “Take a look at this, Mr. Mallone.” 
 
    Asher took the offered folder and opened the packet. He looked at the director after scanning the first several pages. The director’s face was totally unreadable.  
 
    “This is very similar to the old ICBM system the military had back during the cold war. It’s been gone for years though, sir. I was in the military when the last of them was decommissioned.” 
 
    The director smiled and said, “Yes, Mr. Mallone, it is gone. But we want to build something along these lines. As you know, there is a… well, let’s call it a ‘cold war’ of our own right now between the largest of the corporations. We believe JalCom and Obsidian both have plans to install similar systems. We need to have the best one. This is an AMD, or Assured Mutual Destruction weapon system, and it needs to be one that is taken seriously. If it is taken seriously, the other corporations will not dare to attack us for fear of retaliation. It will work just like it did years ago between the world governments.” 
 
    His passion for the project was obvious, and his voice rose as he spoke. 
 
    “Asher, if we can build this and control it with new software, written with your new computer language… never mind the if, we need this, and we need it to be totally secure. There must be no way for anyone to hack into it. Your task, Mr. Mallone, is to come up with a plan to implement this. The programming part, the software part. You will work hand in hand with the techs who are designing the hardware to make sure it will do what we need it to. 
 
    “Enough of this work stuff! Go to Texas and spend some time with your family, but think about this and, when you come back, you will have a new apartment in our Olympia facility. Our people will move your things, so don’t worry about that, just go take some well-deserved time with your family.” 
 
    Director Shamus touched a virtual button on the desk, and the same young woman entered with a swish of the office door. Asher took the last sip of wine from the crystal glass and stood. He placed the folder in the director’s out-stretched hand. “You will have a complete set of these documents and our preliminary plans for your review, Mr. Mallone. Study them when you have time, and you can hit the ground running when you return in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. You have given me a challenge.” Asher smiled and turned to go as Shamus sat. He couldn’t help but notice the odd expression on the man’s face as the door closed behind them. Triumph, perhaps? 
 
    “There is a car downstairs to take you to the airport, sir. Your luggage is in the car also. Help yourself to any of the snacks and drinks.” She touched a few commands on her tablet, and a soft bell rang from his.  
 
    “There are your tickets, Mr. Mallone. One stop in Vegas. I have arranged for someone to escort you directly to the connecting flight, or you can stay at our casino hotel for a night or two if you prefer?” 
 
    Asher was already considering the project the director had placed in his lap. He knew he would get lost in it if he spent any more time away from his family, so a couple of nights in Vegas might turn into half of his vacation. 
 
    “No, thank you. I should get home and spend as much time with my family as possible. I have a feeling I will be busy with this new project for some time. Thank you, though.” Her face beamed as the elevator door opened, and Asher stepped in.  
 
    His luggage was in the car as promised. They pulled away from the curb toward the airport, and Asher helped himself to some of the fresh fruit and a bottle of water while the car navigated smoothly through traffic.  
 
    He tapped a command on his tablet and read an article about Teledyne Industries changing its outward facing look. One of the changes was dropping the “Industries” from the name. The author of the article explained that the board of directors was beginning to focus on more than industrial products. Much of what the Corporation controlled was still in that genre of work, but they were really focusing on other types as well.  
 
    It made sense to him when he considered the Corporate takeover of TTC, where he had worked since leaving the Air Force. He had also heard scuttlebutt around the offices where he currently worked about Teledyne taking a huge interest in other countries and growing in leaps and bounds with takeovers and purchases of smaller corporations, many that were on the leading edge of modern, and future, technology. This would explain their need to protect themselves from other corporations that were also growing, many nearly as fast as Teledyne.  
 
    He leaned back in the cozy seat of the limo and wondered what that meant for the future of the business world and for his family. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Somerville, TX 
 
    August 2034 
 
      
 
    Asher sat in the glider rocker on the large front porch and watched the twins playing tag with the older of their two younger brothers. Cal was shorter than the girls, but he was fast and gave them a good chase. Shey sat in the sandbox and played with some small tools. Asher chuckled to himself. It wasn’t clear what the toddler was trying to do, but he was working hard at it. 
 
    He heard the familiar rumble of their SUV just before Laurel pulled around the corner and into the drive. Asher smiled at the thought of seeing his wife and rose to meet her. She was collecting grocery bags from the rear of the truck as he walked up. He took the plastic bags as she extended her arm out to him. He had yet to see her face, and he knew she was hiding it from him on purpose. He had always been able to read his wife like a magazine cover, and she knew he would know the outcome of her recent interview without her saying a word. It was a game they played often. 
 
    “Well, there’s no need for all of the suspense, Blondie. Did you get the job, or are they idiots?” 
 
    She laughed at his levity and smiled as she finally turned to face the father of her four children. She smiled and looked into his warm eyes for several seconds. “They are not stupid.” 
 
    “Hah! So, you got it! I knew you would. You’re very well qualified for this position. Perhaps even a bit over-qualified. It was the only concern I had.” He put his free arm around her and hugged her tightly. 
 
    “Well, not to toot my own horn, but I am pretty qualified. I just had to make sure I didn’t talk myself up too much.” The wry smile caused butterflies in his stomach, and he wondered how this woman ever fell for him. 
 
    He freed his arm to close the SUV’s rear door and followed his wife into the house. The extra energy in her walk told him how excited she was about the new job. He supposed she had been getting bored being at home with just Shey for the last year or so. Shey would be starting preschool this fall, however, and she would need something to keep that busy mind occupied. Junior detective in a small-town police station was perfect because of the freedom it would allow her.  
 
    The lady who cleaned the house was more than happy to pick the children up from school and look after them if Laurel was busy from time to time. He understood that she really was happier when she was working. The new position would allow her to do what she was really good at and still have most nights at home with the children. That was important too, as his position was keeping him away more and more. 
 
    He placed the bags on the counter and began to put the groceries away. When they finished, Laurel called out the open front door, “Gwen, Clair, come here, girls!” 
 
    The two pre-teens came running through the door together and grabbed Asher in a bear hug that dads worldwide loved. He hugged them back, then rubbed both blonde heads with affection and smiled. 
 
    “Get your brothers and go over to the park for a little while. We’ll get dinner ready, so you all have about an hour and a half to play and feed the ducks.” 
 
    “Okay, Momma,” both girls said in unison and then giggled.  
 
    “Jinx!”  
 
    “Jinx!” 
 
    Laurel laughed at the twins and shook her head. “Go on now, get! Keep an eye on your brothers, I don’t want you to have to fetch Shey out of the pond again. Be back here at five-thirty, sharp.” 
 
    The girls swept out of the house like a mini Texas twister and gathered up both boys on the way to the park.  
 
    “What are we making for supper, my lovely wife?” Asher asked as he put the last of the canned goods in the pantry. 
 
    Laurel slipped over and wrapped both arms around him from behind and whispered in a husky voice, “I thought we might have some dessert before dinner.” 
 
    He smiled as he looked out the front window to make sure none of the children were returning for some forgotten something or other. “Why, madam, it sounds like you might be propositioning me.” 
 
    Laurel stepped back with a serious look on her face. “I apologize, good sir, I should have been more clear. I absolutely am propositioning you.” 
 
    She took him by the hand and led him toward the bedroom. He didn’t resist. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, they lay in bed with her head on his chest. He breathed deeply, smelled her hair, and smiled.  
 
    “So, I have a new project to work on for the company.” 
 
    She looked up at him with mock seriousness. “You know they don’t like to be called companies once they get that big. Corporation is the correct term.” 
 
    He chuckled and ran his finger lightly up her spine. She wiggled and pushed the hand away. 
 
    “Sure, Corporation it is then. Anyway, I have a new project when I go back next week. Do you remember the cold war and all of the ICBMs that were scattered across the Northwest?” 
 
    “Yes, we had to learn about those at the Academy. There were occasional issues that called us into that field. They were mostly gone by the time I was an investigator, but it was still required learning. What of them?” 
 
    “Well, the larger Corporations have decided to build networks of similar launch sites in the name of self-protection via guaranteed mutual destruction.” 
 
    That got her attention, and she pulled herself up to a sitting position beside Asher so she could look into his face. 
 
    “They are building doomsday weapons? To stand off other Corporations? Has it really come to that? I knew they were becoming more and more powerful, but it seems a little presumptuous to think a Corporation would be allowed to launch nuclear weapons against another Corporation. Are our governments that corrupt, Asher?” 
 
    “I am unsure.” He shrugged. “You don’t see it out here, but it’s the primary reason I haven’t tried to get you and the children to move closer to where I work. Of course, they’re moving me around a lot as well. When I go back, I’m moving north to Olympia. It’s where I’ll be working during this project.” 
 
    “Do you know how long it’ll take? How long you’ll be away this time?” 
 
    “No, they haven’t told me much about it yet, and I assume it will depend on how the technical side is going. I’m working the programming side and building the network. Hopefully, only a couple of months for the first part, then a break to come home for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    He tapped the timepiece on his wrist. “What can we get ready for dinner in a half hour?” 
 
    Laurel jumped out of bed and ran for the shower. “I’ll be out in a minute; you get started.” 
 
    He laughed as he stood and began to dress. “Pizza delivery it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olympia, WA 
 
    Teledyne Ballistic Missile Facility 
 
    October 2035 
 
      
 
    The fall rain was affecting Asher. He wouldn’t have believed the lack of sunshine and natural light would affect him, especially since he worked underground for twelve to sixteen hours a day. When he finally got to go outside or to the upper floors to a restaurant or the gym, the dreary overcast sky did nothing to improve his attitude or mood.  
 
    Work on the project had moved along well for a while, but now he was stagnantly waiting on the hardware people. He had built the system to the extent he could without the missiles and launch facilities being ready.  
 
    Asher sat alone in the restaurant on the top floor and watched the clouds drift toward the mountains. Laurel had been understanding about the time this project was keeping him here, but he knew she was unhappy. So was he, but this was the job, and the job allowed them to live comfortably and provide more for their children than either of them had ever had as a child. 
 
    The restaurant door opened, and Christine Maples stepped in. She paused and looked around a moment before entering, then her eyes landed on Asher, and she stopped. It was he she was looking for then. Maybe she has some news, he thought as she strode purposefully to his table and sat across from him.  
 
    “Asher, there is some movement on the project. You will be happy to know you have a new partner. Washburn is no longer associated with the project. A new man will be here day after tomorrow to take over that end. Fill him in when he gets here. We expect you’ll work as closely with him as you did with Washburn.” 
 
    He nodded when she looked at him expectantly. “Of course. I will have a thorough briefing package for him Thursday morning. I don’t know the new person, of course, but I do know Washburn was in over his head. I appreciate your taking my concerns under advisement.” 
 
    The woman across the table from Asher smiled a cool smile that never quite entered her eyes. “We appreciate you bringing it to our attention. Keep up the good work, Mallone, and let me know how the new guy works out.” 
 
    She nodded once quickly and stood. “Director Shamus instructed me to relay to everyone involved that the project is to be operational by the end of the year.” 
 
    He stood to see her off, but she was already marching toward the door. Asher shook his head and sat back down to finish his late lunch. That they were insisting the project be completed before the end of the year reinforced his thoughts. It was already nearing the end of October. He hoped the new guy would be proficient enough to show some advancement rather quickly. He also hoped Eric didn’t have any hard feelings. Asher suspected the engineer had known he was out of his depth; they had not really had any forward movement in a couple of weeks.  
 
    That might not have been a big deal years ago, but Corporations today, at least Teledyne, expected you to focus on one major project and complete it. In years past, a person worked on several projects at a time, and the man-hours for completion were sometimes extreme. That was no longer the norm or even accepted. Not at Teledyne, which was quickly becoming the only Corporation left on the west coast. He had heard multiple rumors of Corporate takeovers, some of them hostile, and others extremely hostile. He didn’t put much faith in rumors, but there were a lot of them.  
 
    He shrugged and focused on finishing the swordfish steak and red slaw he had been eating. One thing was certain, Teledyne fed its employees well. If he kept eating this well, he would need to spend more time in the gym or on the track. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Launch sequence initiated,” Sarah Pritchard, the lead controller, announced with a mix of trepidation and excitement. 
 
    The control room was totally silent. The screens above the row of computer terminals displayed a launch center in a rural area, kilometers outside the Portland sprawl. Twenty-five tubes lined in five rows of five, situated inside a warehouse, came to life as the retractable roof panels smoothly slid aside. All the tubes moved simultaneously and extended to over twice their original length. Plasteel covers popped off, and twenty-five miniature versions of the ancient Peacekeeper missile launched at staggered intervals in a span of less than ten seconds. 
 
    Asher watched closely, pride growing with each launch, and he felt a small smile form at the corners of his mouth. The roof of the warehouse had slid to the side just long enough for all twenty-five missiles to exit the facility, then slid shut immediately. He nodded in satisfaction and refocused on the display.  
 
    Twenty-five bright red lines showed on the map signifying the twenty-five missiles streaking toward their assigned targets. Now, he thought, we will see. He had spent countless hours working with the separate software programs to get them all to communicate seamlessly. Now, everyone would see the results of his work. He mentally crossed his fingers as he stood in a relaxed stance at the front of the spectators in the room and watched the lines grow toward the targets.  
 
    Twenty-five targets, representing as many cities throughout the Midwest and Eastern US. Of course, this was a test, so representations of those targets were out in the Pacific Ocean. Many were older boats and fleets of boats. One large target was the remnants of a floating trash heap. One was a small atoll that had been used for many years as a target for tests like this, except run by the government. 
 
    As each missile reached twenty-seven times the speed of sound and moved farther into the Earth’s atmosphere, the initial missile shell fell away, disintegrating and tumbling toward the planet below. Then the RVs, or reentry vehicles, began their part of the mission. Each had its own GPS, and all of them were on target, when they began the descent toward their separate destinations. 
 
    As the RVs reentered the atmosphere, longitude and latitude coordinates and altitude readings appeared above each one’s icon as it made tiny adjustments to its individual trajectory. All twenty-five missiles remained on target and Asher felt the pride grow.  
 
    At ten miles above the surface of the planet, the RVs opened and spit out ten metal slugs that represented ten individual nuclear weapons. Small by comparison to the megaton weapons of the past, these warheads were considerably cleaner than those had been. Fusion reactions and nuclear explosions would still cause radioactive fallout, but the half-life of that radiation was considerably shorter, and the radiation itself considerably less, than the fission/fusion hydrogen bombs governments had threatened each other with for decades. 
 
    Once the RVs ejected their loads of faux bombs, gravity did the rest. At a couple hundred feet above the surface, the bombs would explode and cause massive damage to whatever target was unfortunate enough to be at the end of the trajectory lines. Nothing currently built by man could truly withstand a direct hit of these smaller nuclear warheads. Destruction, actually mutual destruction, was assured if these weapons were ever brought into play by any Corporation.  
 
    Asher shuddered a little as every mock warhead struck within a few dozen meters of its designated target. Mutual destruction wasn’t something he hoped for, but it had to be achievable if the idea was to be accepted, and his work ethic required him to do everything in his power to get the results his bosses desired.  
 
    He looked around at the faces of the people in the control room—Teledyne employees and media, a few directors and some middle management, several operations techs for monitoring the computer systems, and the two designers responsible for making sure it all worked, Charles Lewis, and himself.  
 
    Lewis had been as good as advertised, and they had worked together rather well. Asher had attempted to get to know the man, but Charles had made it plain that he was there to do his job and not make friends. Asher didn’t really understand the attitude but figured each person had their own quirks, so he hadn’t let it affect his work and had hoped it wouldn’t affect the project. It hadn’t, and they had completed it with only a few minor problems, which they were able to quickly resolve. 
 
    Now though, all the hard work they had put in for the last couple of months truly seemed worth it. Director Shamus glanced at Asher and nodded, then went back to his discussion with the other director present. The screen cleared and everyone in the control room looked around at each other smiling and congratulating one another. Charles Lewis looked at Asher and nodded with a small smile on his face. Asher nodded back and wondered about the man’s pale look and the stress lines around his eyes. Ah, well. Some people didn’t handle stress very well. 
 
    Christine Maples was the managing supervisor over the project, the layer between him and the directors. She smiled at Asher as the directors spoke with her, and he thought he saw some stress lines around her eyes as well. She had spoken with him very little over the past few months, just enough to give directions and get reports that couldn’t be done via email. He made a mental note to ask her what was next for him and how long he would have at home for the upcoming holidays.  
 
    Director Shamus faced the small crowd of people as they discussed the successful test of the new system. Almost immediately, silence overcame the room.  
 
    “Very good test, people! Very good work by everyone involved.” He turned to Christine and continued, “Christine, get all of this wrapped up. I want everything reset and two more tests complete. I also want the warheads installed and the system reset and operationally alert by the end of the week. Congratulations.”  
 
    Shamus and the other director, shadowed by the few media personnel present, walked out without another word. Maples immediately got to work with the operations people to reset the system. Asher sat at a terminal and started a self-check on the system. Ah, well, he thought, we still have a few weeks before the holidays. Maybe I can still make it home in time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher stepped out of the elevator into the lobby with the package tucked under his arm. The lobby was busy, as usual, with people moving back and forth in a hustle of jobs not quite done. He stepped up to the counter. Gail was on duty and offered a welcoming smile.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Mallone. Is this for the kids?” She took the offered package and set it on the desk. 
 
    “Yes, Gail, and good afternoon to you. I decided to send it ahead with the hope that I’ll arrive home shortly after the gifts get there.” He smiled back at the young woman and passed his Teledyne ID card over to her. 
 
    “Well, that is indeed good news, Asher! This will be there Monday, so you are going to make it home for the holidays after all.” She touched the corner of Asher’s ID to the terminal, and he heard a soft tone. “There you go. All done. I’ll get it on the afternoon load out. Is there anything else I can help you with today? Do you need reservations?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t been given the official word yet, but I will call down as soon as I hear anything. Thank you so much; you’re always so helpful.” He smiled at the young woman and stepped back from the counter. 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Asher. Good luck on the holiday and please let me know.” 
 
    Asher had just rounded the corner of the counter and stepped past one of the potted trees that were placed throughout the lobby when the front door slid open. Something made him look. A tall, obviously pregnant woman in a heavy winter coat soaked with rain stomped across the lobby toward the service counter. 
 
    “Where is he?” she yelled although she was still several meters from the counter. Everyone in the lobby turned to look, and Asher had the feeling that was what the woman had intended. She stopped a couple meters from the desk, adjusted the bright red stocking cap that only half contained her unruly black hair, and continued. “Where is my husband? He messaged me several weeks ago and said he was being reassigned, and I’ve heard nothing from him since! What have you people done with him?” 
 
    Asher recognized the woman. There had been a wedding photo on Washburn’s desk. She and Washburn had been married for just over a year. 
 
    Gail pressed a button under her desk that immediately extended a slotted piece of plexiglass up between her and the irate woman. “Ma’am, who are you looking for? Please calm down, and I will try to help you.” 
 
    “Eric, my husband’s name is Eric Washburn. He works here on some godforsaken, secret project you people have been cooking up for months. I demand to know where he is!” Asher could see the rage and anguish in the woman’s eyes. He wondered where Washburn had gone. The last he had seen the man, he was being escorted by two security men from the labs. That had been the day Christine Maples had told him of the change in personnel.  
 
    He had thought it was odd the Corporation hadn’t given Washburn time to clean out his effects from the office. The same two security guards had shown up later in the evening, boxed it all up, and taken it away. 
 
    “I have driven here from San Francisco to find my husband. He never came home after that message, and he isn’t the type to just take off. He knows I’m due next month, and he wouldn’t have left his child. Now, where is he?” 
 
    Asher was sure Gail had signaled security, but when they showed up, it still surprised him. A panel on one wall of the lobby slid open to reveal four security guards armed with stun rifles and sidearms. They rushed into the lobby, and the woman broke down and started to cry. 
 
    “What did you do with him? Where is he? We need him.”  
 
    Director Shamus appeared on the balcony directly above the service desk and looked down on the woman. His face was a mask of nothingness. He stared at her like she was a homeless person from the street or a stray dog that had found its way into his building. 
 
    “Yes, by all means gentlemen, reunite them,” the director said matter-of-factly and disappeared. Asher heard a gasp behind him and turned to find that Christine Maples had come out of the elevator sometime during the commotion.  
 
    “What?” he asked at the look of horror and disgust that flashed through her eyes.  
 
    “Nothing, Mallone. You’ll be much better off if you just mind your own business.” She stepped back into the elevator with her back to him and closed the door. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher went up to his apartment and retrieved his jacket. He needed some air and some time to think about the episode in the lobby.  
 
    He left the building and strode toward the river. There was a cold, wintry mist in the air. An SUV with California plates was parked by the curb in the fire zone. He assumed it was Mrs. Washburn’s vehicle, and the Teledyne security officer leaning against the fender smoking only served to strengthen that assumption. He wondered again where they had sent Washburn.  
 
    He had begun to feel guilty for bringing up the man’s weaknesses to Christine. At the time, he had honestly believed he was doing what was best for everyone. If the missile project was to be completed on time, and if he was to be allowed to return home for the end-of-year holidays, Washburn had needed to be replaced. 
 
    Now, he wondered if he had been more concerned with seeing his family than with the completion of the missile system. Had he gotten Washburn in trouble and potentially damaged the man’s family simply so he could be with his own?  
 
    No, of course not. It was important, but he and Laurel had agreed that this job meant too much for them to worry about a missed holiday or birthday. She had agreed that if he was away for such an event, they would celebrate the next time he was home. They both had military backgrounds and knew what it meant to miss important dates with family. 
 
    There was still the question of Washburn. What had happened to the man? Where had Teledyne sent him? And why had he not spoken with his wife since leaving? 
 
    “—the loudest crack I’ve ever heard!” As Asher neared a corner of one of the tall buildings lining the roadway that led to the park near the river, he heard some people coming from the other direction.  
 
    “Saves a bullet I guess, ha!” a second voice answered. 
 
    Asher stepped to the side to avoid being plowed over by the four Teledyne Security officers who took up most of the sidewalk. They were the four who had escorted Mrs. Washburn out of the lobby. He stood by the wall as they passed and noticed the cocky demeanor of the two in front doing the talking. The third didn’t say anything, just smiled at them with a cigarillo drooping from his lips. The fourth was a few steps behind and walked with his head low and his hands in the pockets of his uniform coat.  
 
    The first three passed Asher without any show of recognition, of who he was or even that he was there, but the last guard looked directly into Asher’s eyes. The officer’s eyes showed something raw and terrible. Was it guilt or horror? Asher couldn’t tell, and when he was about to speak, the man dipped his head and stepped farther away on the sidewalk. 
 
    Asher watched them as they moved toward the building he had left. After a moment he continued around the corner and into the park. He walked up to the boardwalk along the edge of the river, and a cold gust of wind ruffled the collar on his jacket. He pulled the lined hood over his head and turned left, downriver.  
 
    He had spent some time leaning on the railing and watching the dark water flow by, deep in thought, when his phone pinged, signaling a message from work. When he saw the schedule for the next month, he smiled. His leave had been approved, and he could go home as soon as tomorrow evening. He had a meeting with Christine Maples tomorrow morning at nine, then he was free until the middle of January. 
 
    He placed the phone back in his pocket, and something small and red floating slowly down the river near the boardwalk’s pier posts caught his eye. His stomach lurched, and he froze. He stared at the red stocking cap as it bobbed a few more times then sank from sight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Christine Maples sipped coffee from a Starbuck’s cup and tapped a command on her tablet. Asher stared at his own cup that was slowly going cold. He hadn’t slept much; his mind had been working overtime. He didn’t sleep much anyway, being cursed with a mind that sometimes refused to shut down. But this was different. When he had hurried back to his room last night, the SUV outside the front door of the Teledyne building was being towed away on a rollback truck. It hadn’t given him hope. 
 
    “Mr. Mallone, we are putting you on a new assignment when you come back from vacation. A new section of Teledyne is being set up that focuses on counter Corporate espionage. We have depended on third party systems in the past, actually from one of your past employers, TTC. We want you to get this section up and running with our proprietary software. You would have been assigned there a couple of months ago, but Director Shamus really wanted you on this project. As it turns out, it was the right call.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m glad I’ve been considered an asset here. One thing of importance I feel the need to stress is that this system needs to stay on its own private network. If it is in any way accessible to the public, it will eventually be hacked. There’s no one hundred percent effective protection against it. Of course, all of that’s in my report. The system will do exactly what they need it to, and with any luck, we’ll never need to see it in action.” 
 
    “Indeed. Now, this new project you are assigned to also requires some expediency. Teledyne has old firewalls in place, but there’ve been more and more hacking attempts lately. The directors are concerned we might not have stopped them all. You have a lot of experience in this sort of work, correct?” 
 
    “I do. I worked counter espionage and counter electronic espionage in the military, and that’s very similar to what you’re talking about. Would it be possible to get a couple of the people I worked with at TTC on the project? I know Teledyne hired Ray Torres when I was hired, and he’s nearly as experienced as I. There was also a young lady who was a genius at seeing places where someone might get through firewalls. She was a hacker in a previous life, but we recruited her just before she was scooped up by the FBI.” 
 
    Maples tapped a couple of commands on her tablet. “Yes. Torres is already on the project, so that’s done. The other person you refer to is Jett Wix?” 
 
    “Yes, Jett would be a definite asset.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do about her. I may have to call in a few favors, but I’ll definitely see what we can do. Now, all of your belongings in your apartment will be moved for you. Thomas will send you a package to review to get you up to speed. It’ll contain your tickets for the trip out to San Diego and the address of your new residence there, as well as information on the people you’ll be working with.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Asher answered and stood to leave. 
 
    Maples also stood. She placed one hand on his arm and extended a large manilla envelope toward him with the other. “Here is some more information for you, Asher. Your eyes only and all of that. It does include a bonus and your new pay rate for next year. Now, enjoy your holidays; it’s been a pleasure working with you.” 
 
    Asher accepted the envelope and nodded, and Maples turned and left without another word. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Somerville, TX 
 
    The Mallone Home 
 
    December 2035 
 
      
 
    Santa had been good to the Mallone children this year, Asher thought as he sat on the front porch watching his children. His face wore a large smile as he relaxed and watched them ride their new bicycles, or in Shey’s case, a tricycle. The circular drive was perfect for them to practice on. The girls didn’t really need practice since they had been riding for years, but this was a new experience for Cal and Shey. 
 
    Laurel squeezed Asher’s hand when Cal jumped off his bike to help Shey who had jack-knifed his tricycle. He squeezed back and chuckled at his sons. Laurel rested her head on his shoulder and smiled contently with her eyes closed. His heart seemed full, and that fed his smile as he allowed himself to bask in the presence of his family.  
 
    This was the dream he and Laurel had always talked about, and they very nearly had it. He had surprised her with the huge bonus Teledyne had awarded him for the missile project and the raise in pay he was going to be collecting soon. She handled the daily bills and had surprised him with a five-year plan to be totally debt free. It had truly taken him by surprise. He had never allowed himself to think they could be free in that short of a time. He thought they might even be able to get done a little sooner if he could earn another couple of those bonuses. 
 
    They had discussed it and decided he would do whatever it took. By the time the girls were sophomores in high school, he could retire from Teledyne and find something local. They would have a few years of the family dream life before the girls went off to college. 
 
    “So, what do you think happened with the Washburns?” Laurel had been as horrified as he at what had seemed to happen, but she wasn’t one to jump to conclusions. He knew it was the years of being an investigator; she wanted facts before concluding something. Unfortunately, he didn’t have any facts, just appearances and hunches. 
 
    “I wish I knew.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    He thought for a moment before replying. “I don’t know. I believe so. If what appears to have happened really happened, I believe I would take my leave of Teledyne. Surely not, though. Right? It would be something out of some gangster mob movie from sixty or seventy years ago. And this job is such a powerful tool for fulfilling our dreams, I don’t want to leave on suspicions. Even suspicions of something that horrific.” 
 
    “Yeah, they kind of have us by the short hairs right now.” She was blunt, as usual. “Well, at least you have a new section to work in that will remove you from that director’s reach. There really isn’t much you can do on suspicion alone and being in an entirely different area will make it hard to find anything out. Do you think you need to notify the authorities?” 
 
    Asher shrugged. “I tried to file a missing person report as I was leaving. When they heard it was someone from Teledyne, everyone seemed to lose interest. The response I got was ‘Well that is a huge Corporation. People get lost all the time with transfers and such. I’m sure he’ll show up.’ Not really much concern or interest.” 
 
    “Hmm. Doesn’t sound like it. I guess that is true when you have a list of employees that large. But it doesn’t really say anything about his lack of communication. Although, we’ve both been in situations where we couldn’t make any outside calls or communications for a while, haven’t we?” 
 
    She had a point, but he couldn’t shake the feeling something was wrong. Even if what he believed was true, how did that account for Christine’s reaction to Shamus’ statement? Or the comments from the guards, the timing, the vehicle being towed away, and the stocking cap? 
 
    Too many small things pointed to something bad happening to the Washburns. He had seen coincidences before, and if that’s all this was, it would probably ruin his career with Teledyne and his family’s plans. Even if his suspicions were true, how could he prove anything? All of those same plans would be ruined, and no one brought to justice, which would be infinitely worse. 
 
    “You’re right, of course. I’ll keep my mouth shut and my eyes open, and I’ll see what happens. Like you said, a new project in a new location. I just hate feeling helpless. I also feel responsible for bringing up the situation with the manager. But the sun will improve my outlook after being locked under a steady layer of clouds and rain for months.” He tightened his arm around her shoulders. The new location was definitely going to help improve his attitude. And if it came to it, he could find a job somewhere else. It might not be as lucrative, but there were other companies out there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    San Diego, CA 
 
    Teledyne Facility  
 
    Counter-Espionage Dept. 
 
    January 2036 
 
      
 
    “This, Mr. Mallone, will be your office while you are with us. I hope it meets your needs?” 
 
    Asher looked around the space in awe. The “office” was the entire third sub-floor of the building. It had a dedicated server bank with several workstations, an area with a conference table for brainstorming, a latrine, and a coffee station. What else could they need?  
 
    “If there is anything else you need, Director Wayneright has given me the go-ahead to procure it, within reason. The teammates you requested have been approved. Mr. Torres has been working in another area of this facility, but he has transferred everything to this floor. Ms. Wix is in transit from the Vancouver offices and will arrive tomorrow afternoon, and she will get settled on the fourth floor, where your and Mr. Torres’ apartments are.” 
 
    “Thank you, Willis. I believe this will work very well for us. Is there anything the director needs from me today? If not, I’ll have a brief for him on Friday. Will that work?” 
 
    The young man looked at his tablet for a moment then shook his head. “Director Wayneright prefers any and all reports be delivered through me on Wednesdays. He frequently travels on the weekend and wants everything in order before he leaves. He has asked for a short report tomorrow after everyone has arrived, then more detailed reports beginning next week.” 
 
    Asher made a mental note and nodded to James Willis, his apparent communications liaison with Director Wayneright. “I’ll have it to you by mid-afternoon. If anything comes up, I will let you know immediately.” He looked around the enormous space one more time and nodded. “Thank you, and please relay my thanks to Director Wayneright.”  
 
    “Certainly, Mr. Mallone. There is a packet in your email, and Melvin Blanc will be here after lunch to discuss the plan going forward. He is the project manager, but he is also setting up some new programs that will take a lot of his time, so the project will fall mostly on you and your team. Have a nice day.” 
 
    The young man spun on his heel and marched toward the elevator. The elevator doors whooshed closed behind him, and Asher hoped the project manager could give him some guidance. He knew the broad scope of this project but had received no more information on it since leaving the Olympia facility over three weeks ago. Of course, Torres should also be able to fill him in. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, that’s the meat and potatoes of the project, Asher.” Torres sat across from Asher at the small table near the coffee station. For as long as Asher had known him, Ray had slouched in his chair and that habit hadn’t changed. He looked like he might fall out at any moment. Asher shook his head with a small smile. Torres continued, “It’s good to see you again, my friend. Really good!” 
 
    Asher got up to refill their coffee mugs, while Ray Torres looked around the office suite. He understood the look on Ray’s face. “It is impressive, isn’t it?” Asher asked as he watched the man who had recruited him from the military into TTC several years earlier. 
 
    “It sure ain’t TTC,” Ray said. He accepted the coffee and continued to look around. 
 
    Asher resumed his place at the table. “So, how did that go down? The sale of TTC. It seemed very sudden to me. One minute, you all were considering a new location and profit structure, and the next, we were part of Teledyne Industries. I never saw or even heard from Phillip, which was very odd as he was always around.” 
 
    Ray went very still for a moment then looked around the office again, this time with a look of suspicion creeping into his eyes.  
 
    “It was just what you saw, Asher. They bought us out and hired most of our employees.” 
 
    “But what about Phil…” 
 
    “That is all it was! Leave it alone.” Ray looked directly into Asher’s eyes, and the look said there was so much more to it than he was ready or able to talk about.  
 
    Asher took the hint and left it alone, for now at least. He knew he would eventually get the details, but Torres wasn’t ready to talk about it yet. Asher figured Phil had struck some deal with Teledyne behind Ray’s back. It was obvious something had happened to upset the man. He would give the man more time to accept it, then Asher would broach the subject again. 
 
    Asher raised his hands in surrender and shook his head. “Okay, Ray. I give. Let’s get back to the task at hand. I have asked that Jett be brought into the project. She is on her way and should be here tomorrow.” 
 
    “Really? You asked, and they are sending her? Who do you know with that kind of power?” 
 
    “What do you mean? When they assigned me this project, I mentioned a few things that I thought would make it work smoother. You and Wix were the two people I immediately thought of who have the expertise to get this done.” Asher didn’t understand why this surprised his friend. 
 
    “Sydney has been asking for help for a month. They gave him this task and one person to help and then no support. Then you show up, Sid gets reassigned, and we suddenly have this sweet suite and Wix. It’s like you know someone or have pull somewhere.”  
 
    Asher felt his spine stiffen, and he asked quietly, “Where was he reassigned?” 
 
    Ray looked confused for a second. “Sid? He went down to Baja, I think. He was an ex-spook, and this really wasn’t his bailiwick. Oh, he knows the people side, the HUMINT stuff, like nobody’s business. But the cyber stuff? He had great ideas, but no way of making any of them work. He got a few systems up and running, but none work as well as they could.  
 
    “I thought it was a miracle when I heard you were coming,” he continued. “With your experience and my software, I thought we might actually get this done. Now, Wix too? Hell yeah! We’ll definitely get it done now.” 
 
    “So, have you spoken with this Sydney since he left?” Asher asked. 
 
    “Sure, why? He said he’s starting up something new down there, but he couldn’t talk about it.” 
 
    “Ah, no reason. I’m glad he had another place he could go. I wouldn’t like taking someone’s job and leaving them unemployed.” 
 
    “No worry about that! This Corporation is so huge, they could surely find a job for him somewhere.” Torres sipped his coffee and sat up in his seat. 
 
    “So, what’s our first move, boss?” he asked with a crooked smile at the reversal in roles. 
 
    Asher shook his head with a smile of his own. “I am going to audit everything you have accomplished. When we get Miss Wix here and working, we can see about firewalls and protection for the Corporate network. That will be a large task in and of itself, but I feel it’s where we must start. I would like you to look at the programming language I sent to your terminal. Your main task will be to get our current systems updated and then install it throughout the network. Then we will begin a deep scan for spyware and trojans.” 
 
    “I think you’ll like some of what you see. The potential is there, but there is also room to improve on what already exists. I’m sure you’ll see that right away and probably what can be done to reach that potential. One of the things we’ve always liked about your work is the lack of fluff. You tend to see how to get right to the heart of the matter with little to no extras.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ray. That means a lot coming from you. Now, quit trying to butter me up, and let’s see what we can do to get the director some results.” 
 
    Torres laughed and slapped Asher on the shoulder as they rose from their chairs. “Yes, sir,” he said. He leisurely snapped to attention and presented a mock salute. 
 
    Asher laughed and headed for his terminal. “You’re supposed to salute with your right hand, Lefty.” 
 
    Torres laughed and raised his right hand with the middle finger extended. “Here’s your salute.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Asher was at his terminal early. He was looking through the work the project team had turned out so far. He could see what Torres meant about this not being Sydney’s area of expertise. From his notes, Asher could tell the man had a good head on his shoulders, but he didn’t know enough about the cyber part of espionage, let alone how to prevent it.  
 
    He sat back in his seat and looked around the suite. With any luck, he and his small team would have some results to show shortly. His mind was already spinning with tasks he expected to start on immediately. 
 
    The elevator door swooshed open to reveal their supervisor. Melvin Blanc, the general manager of the project, walked quickly across the room to meet Asher. The stairwell door opened to allow a young woman dressed in Goth clothing and wearing bright red, oversized glasses to fall into step just behind Blanc. “Mr. Mallone, here is the other person you requested for your team. She has settled in her apartment and is available immediately.” 
 
    The rail thin man had a demeanor that said he was late to wherever he was going next. He nodded once to Asher and then to the tall young woman. “Ms. Wix, I believe you are acquainted with Mr. Mallone. He will be giving you your tasks from here on out. Please behave.” The last was said with doubt in his voice. Blanc nodded once again to each of them, then hustled back to the elevator that still stood open. 
 
    The two stood for a moment and watched him leave, then Jett turned and looked at Asher with barely contained laughter. “Well, then,” she said as the laughter took control, and she was overcome with it. He had always liked the willowy young hacker. She was one of those people who naturally brought a smile to his face. 
 
    He found himself laughing alongside her. They walked to the coffee station while they brought the laughter under control. Jett looked around the suite until she got to the server bank. A low whistle escaped her lips. She stopped and stared. “Daammnn! They hooked you up nice, Ass. That’s a huge bunch of power right there.” 
 
    Asher smiled at the nickname she had given him when they were working together at TTC. “Jett, it is good to see you doing well. I like the new hair color; burgundy suits you. And yes, they did provide us with some serious computing power. Did they brief you on our job?” 
 
    She had walked over to the huge bank of equipment and was scanning it from top to bottom. Pausing just long enough to glance back at Asher, she said, “I was a little tired of the green. They told me it was need-to-know, and I didn’t yet. So, I guess they left that to you.” Her left eyebrow rose, then she went back to studying the electronics cabinets. 
 
    “Hmph. Well, to make it as short as possible, we’re tasked with protecting all of Teledyne’s networks. Firewalls, anti-e-espionage, you know, protecting the Corporation from people like you,” he said with a smile. 
 
    She stopped and looked his way again, then emitted a long, low whistle for the second time in as many minutes. “All of Teledyne? Do you know how huge this Corporation is, Ass? And they expect to double their size in the next year. I’d say you have quite the task.” 
 
    “We,” Asher said pointing at her and then himself. “But we have some help. Torres is here, and he has been working on the project for a few months.” 
 
    She nodded and resumed her scan. “Well, at least they were smart enough to get the right people together to get the job done.”  
 
    As the hacker made her way around the equipment cabinets, she paused again. “That was you wasn’t it? You got them to put us on this.” 
 
    Asher shrugged and nodded. “I know your talents and have an idea of what they want from us. You, Torres, and I can get this done for them, given the time and equipment. Unfortunately, they’ve already begun to push the schedule. I foresee long days in our future.” 
 
    Wix picked up her coffee cup and added another helping of raw sugar from the bowl on the table. “No real crystal balls needed for that info.” 
 
    She sipped from the mug and looked around. “Asher, do you know where I was two days ago?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued, “I was in Vancouver. They had me categorizing apps and programs from third party vendors to help them decide which to take over and which were useless. Do you know how boring that is? I could have done it in a couple of days, but they had me there for over a month. 
 
    “I had to do something.” She shrugged. “So, I did what I do. I dug up a lot of information on this Corporation, Ass. A lot of information! They aren’t nice people, and they’re planning world domination! Not just being the largest Corporation, but actually controlling everyone and everything. Man, they own a large portion of the West Coast already, and a lot of other countries—South Korea, a lot of Indonesia, Japan, and Hong Kong. There are wars going on that we know nothing about. They control our law enforcement, our media, our government, man. They and a few other corporations already control nearly everything that matters.”  
 
    Asher shook his head as she stared over her cup into his eyes. He was used to her conspiracy theories, but this seemed extreme, even for Jett Wix. Discussions like this were always difficult with her because she believed it with such conviction. “I didn’t know for certain they had hired you when they bought TTC.” 
 
    Jett put the mug down hard on the table.  
 
    “Mallone, wake up! That wasn’t a buyout, that was a hostile takeover. Did you know the third owner of TTC was murdered in the middle of negotiations? Her third of the holdings were held up in probate because her entire family died with her. There was no one left to receive anything from her will!” 
 
    Asher stared at the young woman for a moment before saying anything. “Third owner? I thought the owners were Ray Torres and Phillip Crum.” 
 
    “No, there were three. Ray Torres, Justina Tipton, and Phillip Crum. Torres, Tipton, Crum. TTC. The name ‘Texas Technology Concern’ came later so Tipton could be a silent partner. Crum disappeared right after Tipton died. He sent an attorney with all the sales documents already signed and went dark. Poor Ray didn’t have a choice. Luckily, they decided to keep him on. I mean, he probably got enough money to retire, but he’s still young. Not to mention, he was probably a little worried about what would happen to him if he turned down their offer.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Asher swore softly, which drew a stunned look from Jett.  
 
    “I apologize Jett. A lot of things happened in the last year that I hoped I was misreading.” 
 
    “One of your strong talents, Asher, is that you don’t ‘misread.’ People or situations. You have one of the best intuitions I’ve seen.”  
 
    She started to say something else, but the elevator door opened behind her. They turned to look. Ray stepped out. He stopped when he noticed them looking his way. 
 
    “What? Did I interrupt some scheming or something?” he grumped.  
 
    Asher looked at Wix then back at Ray. “No, nothing like that. Just catching up.” 
 
    Jett snorted and headed toward her terminal station.  
 
    Ray did the same, leaving Asher with his coffee and thoughts. He knew Jett could find information on the net once she set her mind to it; she was like a dog with a bone. She had mad computer skills and access to the dark web, with the knowledge of how to use it. 
 
    He glanced at Jett, who was already engrossed in her station’s terminal. It didn’t really surprise him that she had all that information about TTC. It did surprise him that Ray had never told him about any of it. Ray had recruited him into the company, and he had thought they were friends, but thinking back on it now, he wasn’t so sure. A third partner? Who had been murdered with her entire family? He found himself looking again at Wix. Was she seeing conspiracies where there were none? She tended to, but if Teledyne had done what he suspected to the Washburns, was what she believed all that much of a reach? Perhaps not. 
 
    For now, at least, they had another task to deal with. He settled in at his terminal and began the day’s work. In the back of his mind, he made a note to confront Ray with what Jett had told him. He would wait a few days, but he felt like he really needed to know. He thought of Laurel for a moment. He wished he could talk things over with her. Her investigative mind always asked the questions that needed answering. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jett, Ray, and Asher sat in the cafeteria eating lunch several weeks later. The Corporate restaurant was on the ground floor of their office building. Asher had taken to having their brainstorming meetings over the midday meal whenever they could. It lightened the mood and helped everyone think more clearly. Not to mention that the views of the boardwalk, beach, and ocean through the floor-to-ceiling windows seemed to help them relax. 
 
    “I know the day after tomorrow is Sunday and our normal day off, but since we are so close to putting the protection the director wanted in place, I thought I would treat you two to dinner at Sal’s. I made reservations for us at seven.” 
 
    “Sal’s? That’s big money eating, Ass.” Jett grinned at Asher as she chewed the salad piled high on her plate. 
 
    Ray lifted his chin toward the younger hacker. “Given how much she eats, you might want to rethink that. I’d hate to see you go broke.” 
 
    Asher chuckled when Jett flipped off Torres and continued attacking the chicken and ham that had sunk through the middle of the giant pile of greens and other toppings. 
 
    “I can put it on the Corporate tab.” He shrugged. “We’ve worked hard, and we deserve a little celebration. Ray, you’ve been at this longer than the two of us, and Jett, you’ve stopped six data mining events that we know of and probably many more that we didn’t see but were blocked by the firewalls you built. With any luck, we’ll be wrapping up in the next few weeks and moving from the ‘initialization’ phase to the ‘monitoring’ phase. The director sent a couple of messages through Blanc and Willis that stated how appreciative he is of all we’ve accomplished. I’m serious about a little celebration.”  
 
    “Have you ever met Wayneright?” Jett asked around a mouthful of salad. “Is he a real person?” 
 
    Torres laughed and placed his glass of sweet tea on the table. “I met him when I first got here, so he is indeed a ‘real person,’ Jett. He just doesn’t mix with us common folk.” 
 
    Asher sipped his drink and thought about the directors he had met. At this point, he was happy dealing with go-betweens like Willis. He was becoming increasingly disillusioned with Teledyne. He had no evidence of wrongdoing other than his own feelings and the conspiracy theories of Jett Wix, but he couldn’t shake the bad feeling. 
 
    He had to make sure Jett didn’t pull him down her rabbit hole. The money he was making was very good, and he stood to earn another bonus within a couple of weeks if they held to schedule. He really saw no reason for them not to. The rest of the project was implementation and tying up loose ends. 
 
    “Alright, team, let’s go back to the lab and turn that new firewall on. We’ll spend the afternoon chasing any bugs and let it run overnight and tomorrow. With any luck, tomorrow will tell us what needs to be addressed right away. We can then spend the next couple of weeks attacking the system—looking for and addressing weaknesses.” Asher looked pointedly at Jett and smiled. “That’s you. You built it; see if you can hack it. No backdoor stuff though.” 
 
    Jett winked at him and took a long sip of her sports drink. “No, sir. There will be no backdoor stuff happening here.” 
 
    Ray choked on his drink at the innuendo, Asher chuckled, and Wix laughed. Asher tapped a command on his tablet, then stood to let the servers know they were leaving. He and Ray headed for the elevator, while Jett veered off for the stairwell. She hadn’t liked elevators since he had known her. Asher wasn’t sure if it was a claustrophobia issue, or if she didn’t trust them. It really could be either, with her. Or both. With a mental shake of his head, he pushed the button for their sub-basement office suite. As the doors slid closed, he felt a slight tinge of trepidation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well, guys, I am going to walk back to our abode and do a little gaming before I turn in. Ass, this was some first-rate chow. I appreciate the meal and I’m glad we had some celebrating to do.” Wix stood as she finished talking and looked back and forth between the two men. “I really believe we will be done on schedule. When you first hit me with this job, I was sure it would take longer than this, but Wayneright and Blanc have been true to their word about getting us what we needed. I’ll see you clowns in the morning.” 
 
    Ray and Asher both stood to see her out. She waved and strode out of the restaurant.  
 
    “Do you think she’ll take the elevator?” Ray asked with a grin. 
 
    Asher smiled. “I hope so. Forty floors is a lot, even going down.” 
 
    “It is. Did you see if she came up the steps?” 
 
    “I didn’t. She was in the restaurant lobby when I arrived. She didn’t look winded though, so she must have ridden the elevator or been here a while.” 
 
    Ray nodded and drained his beer. Asher motioned for a waitress and pointed at Ray’s empty glass. “We would like another round please.” 
 
    The pretty brunette smiled and nodded once, then she hurried off toward the bar. 
 
    “Well, if you insist boss man,” Torres said with a laugh. 
 
    “I do. Besides, I want to ask you something, and this is the best place to talk about it.” 
 
    Ray looked at Asher with concern in his eyes and nodded grudgingly. “I’ve been expecting it, Asher. Shoot. I’ll try to answer all I can.” 
 
    The waitress placed their drinks on the table, and Asher smiled and thanked her. When she was out of eavesdropping range, he turned back to Torres. “Jett told me some things about TTC that I didn’t know. She also made some claims about the buyout that I found to be a bit outrageous. You know how she can get with conspiracy theories and such.” 
 
    “Yeah. So, what did she tell you?” 
 
    “She said that TTC had three owners. You, Phil Crum, and a woman named Tipton.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, that is true. When we started the business, there were three of us involved. Justina Tipton was outstanding at marketing, and Phil and I were the technical weenies. After a few years, she decided to step back from active operations. She wanted to sell out to us, but Phil insisted she remain a full partner. She had done so much for us early on. If not for Tina, we would probably have gone under in the first six months. As we got our feet under us, she started some new campaigns that doubled or tripled our business. She really was outstanding at her job. 
 
    “After a while, though, we were as big as we cared to be. We had grown exponentially from the small start-up of just a few years before. So, she stepped back, and Phil and I took over operations with just a little oversight on her part. And we were fine with that. It was about ten months later when we hired you. Understand, Asher, I never hid that from you; it just never came up. Tina was a very private individual once she stepped back from day-to-day operations, and she didn’t want anyone to know she was still part owner.” 
 
    Asher sipped from his drink and nodded. “That makes sense, I suppose. It just surprised me when Jett told me. I wondered if you and Phil had hidden it from the rest of us and why you would. But the privacy thing, I get. It’s one of the reasons my family is still back in Texas. 
 
    “What about the ‘buyout?’” he continued. “She seemed to think it was a hostile takeover. As a matter of fact, those were her exact words. She even alluded to the idea that Justina Tipton was murdered.” 
 
    Ray stared at his drink for a long time before responding. When he did look up, his eyes were haunted. “She died in a plane accident. Her entire family was with her—her spouse and their three children. All teenagers. Her brother and his family died in a boating accident the same day. The entire family was gone in less than four hours.” 
 
    “So, why would Jett say they were murdered?” 
 
    “Because, in all likelihood, they probably were. Tina was waffling back and forth on the sale of the company. They were offering us a fair amount, but we were about to get that programming code you and Jett were working on off the ground, and that could have tripled our income again. She didn’t want us to be taken advantage of. I was ready to sell. I don’t have any family, and I figured I could invest it somewhere and live comfortably. Phil could have gone either way. At first, he didn’t really care, but then he started listening to Tina. 
 
    “Anyway,” Torres continued, “when Tina’s accident happened, and her brother’s family was also killed, all of her shares were left in our hands since she had no more immediate family to will them to. The NTSB investigations turned up no foul play. They said it was a tragic accident that the plane went down, but nothing was found that suggested it was anything other than that. Just an accident.” He looked at Asher with disdain in his eyes. “Have you ever known the NTSB to complete an investigation in under six months? This one was completed and filed in ten days.” 
 
    “What about her brother? Did that investigation go the same way?”  
 
    “Her brother’s was a little different. He was on an island in the Bahamas with his family when his sister was killed. They left for Miami within an hour of getting the news to catch another plane out to DFW. Their boat just disappeared. He had called Phil on his sat phone as they were leaving and said they would be here late that night. They had a private charter jet waiting at the airport. That was the last anyone heard of them.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Yeah, damn. Of course, there was an investigation, but nothing was found. They were listed as victims of the Bermuda Triangle. Phil got spooked and disappeared. After a week of no communication and me thinking something might have happened to him, his attorney showed up at my house with all the signed papers needed to complete the sale of the company. I signed them, and we were done.” 
 
    Ray took another long drink from his glass of amber beer. He gazed out the window at the ocean for a couple of moments, then looked back at Asher with resignation in his eyes. “Teledyne Industries offered me a position merging TTC with other parts of the Corporation. They also offered the promise of employment afterward if I wanted to stay on. The rest, as they say, is history.” 
 
    “What are your thoughts? What do you believe happened?” Asher asked after a few minutes. 
 
    Torres shrugged and took another deep drink. “I don’t know. It all seemed tragic at the time. I felt terrible for Justina and her family, but it seemed to be just what the authorities claimed, a tragedy. Her brother, Jason, and his family could easily have made a mistake on the ocean. They could have been trying to get to the airport as quickly as possible and hit a wave or sandbar a little too fast. It might have been real. It could have happened like that. But it was very convenient that it happened when it did. I don’t generally believe in the whole conspiracy theory idea, but circumstances had to align exactly like they did for those things to happen. 
 
    “I mean, why was Jason bringing his whole family? Why didn’t they fly out of Bermuda? And Justina’s accident… it was a commercial plane with a hundred and thirty people on board. How did it go down with no radio distress calls? Nothing! Just boom. It smacked into the Superstition Mountains with no warning and no communication.” He shook his head. “That’s a lot of coincidence, Asher. Maybe too much, maybe not. I’ll say this, if it was arranged, it was done by some really good people, and if it was them, I don’t want to get on their bad side.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not. Well, Ray, let’s keep this between us. I don’t want Jett running after something that might be legit. If it is, and she gets caught digging, it wouldn’t be difficult to arrange an accident for her and for us.” Asher took a long draw of his beer and considered his position.  
 
    Again, he wished Laurel were there so he could discuss it with her. Hopefully, they would be wrapping up soon, and he could get home to her and the children. He’d have to approach the topic with her carefully, since he didn’t want her digging into it for the same reasons he was avoiding the subject with Jett. 
 
    “Let’s get back. We have a busy couple of weeks in front of us and an early start tomorrow.” 
 
    Torres and Asher drained the last of their drinks, then they stood. Ray stopped for a second and put both hands on Asher’s shoulders. “Asher, you’re my friend. You have been for years. I didn’t keep this from you; there just wasn’t enough proof to say anything without sounding, well, like Jett when she gets on a roll.” 
 
    Ray was nearly a head taller than Asher, and the shorter man found looking up into his friend’s troubled eyes a little awkward. He smiled to cover the worry in his own. “Are you going to tell me you love me now? Do I need to carry you back home?” 
 
    Torres laughed and slapped him lightly on the side of the head. “No, I’m not that drunk,” he said. He dropped his arms to his side and walked to the elevator beside his friend. 
 
    Asher laughed with him and said, “I know you didn’t purposefully keep it from me. And you’re right, the story sounds like one hundred percent Wix, but thanks for sharing anyway. We need to keep our eyes open, Ray. I don’t see anything immediate for us to be concerned about, so let’s make certain we don’t create anything, huh?” 
 
    As the two stepped into the elevator and touched the control panel to take them down, Asher felt a little shiver run down his spine. Damn it, he thought. Teledyne doing shit like this is just what I was worried about finding out. No, this is even worse.  
 
    They talked about the project on the short walk back, but Asher could tell that Ray was a little shaken. Hell, he couldn’t really blame him, he was a bit shaken himself. He really wanted to talk to Laurel, but he knew he would never have that conversation over the phone. Especially on a Corporate phone, on a Corporate-owned network. Soon though. Soon he would have a few weeks at home and some time away from Teledyne to do some deep thinking. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher was monitoring the system hacking test, which was being simultaneously administered by Jett and Ray. The two were attempting a multi-faceted attack of the system to see if their safeguards could block several simultaneous hacking attempts. So far, the firewall was holding, and the counterattacks had drawn several curse words from Torres. 
 
    The elevator chime startled Asher. Willis and Blanc stepped out of the elevator and marched across the open space to Asher’s terminal. 
 
    “How are the tests going, Mallone?” Asher smiled inwardly at the directness of the manager.  
 
    “Very well, sir. We have found a couple of bugs that we repaired, but not a single attempt at entering the system in the last week of testing has succeeded.” 
 
    “Very good, very good.” 
 
    “What can I do for you today, sirs? I don’t recall both of you ever being here at the same time, so it must be important,” Asher said. 
 
    “Yes, indeed. The director has scheduled an appointment to speak with you. He wants a report of your successes here, and he will tell you your next assignment.” Blanc held up a hand to stop any questions. “Don’t ask; I don’t know anything about it. I have put in your request for vacation time to spend with your family, and he will fill you in on his decision on that as well.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. When is my appointment?” 
 
    Willis spoke for the first time. “Fifteen minutes from now,” he said after looking at the time display on his tablet. “I am to escort you up to the director’s office and bring you back here when he is done.” 
 
    “Okay, sure. I’ll bring my tablet and a few notes. Any idea how long I’ll be gone?” 
 
    “It will take whatever amount of time the director decides,” Willis said pointedly. “He does have another appointment at the top of the hour, so no longer than that, I suppose.” 
 
    Asher collected his tablet and ensured the notes he needed were cross loaded from his terminal. “Ray, I’ll be back shortly. Let me know how this exercise goes.” Ray nodded and refocused on the attack he was launching. Asher followed Willis and Blanc into the elevator as Ray cursed again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher stood in the small lobby outside the director’s office and fought the urge to pace. The best he could tell, the office occupied the entire penthouse floor. The reception area was just large enough for the receptionist’s desk and a half dozen uncomfortable chairs. He was more comfortable standing, so he stood.  
 
    The young lady behind the desk looked up at him and gestured toward the office door with a nod of her head. “Director Wayneright will see you now, Mr. Mallone.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Asher responded and stepped through the door. 
 
    This office was as well appointed as any other director’s office he had been in, if less ostentatious. The furniture was fine, with luxurious, deep leather and dark-stained hardwoods. The floors were marble tile, and there were plush area rugs and stone sculptures tastefully spaced throughout. 
 
    The director was standing near the wall of windows, gazing out on the Pacific Ocean. He glanced in Asher’s direction as the door closed. “Join me over here, Mr. Mallone. I can enjoy the view while you report your progress.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Asher was struck by the view from the top floor suite. He stopped a respectable distance from the other man and tapped a few commands on his tablet.  
 
    “We have completed the firewall installation and a thorough search of all the systems we had access to for any type of malware or trojans. At this point, all is good. My team is running a few more test attacks on the system, looking for weaknesses, but it has held against everything we have thrown at it. They are currently attacking on multiple levels from various locations simultaneously, and the system is still holding strong. We’re planning to keep this up for the next couple of days, but as of now, there is no evidence of any weaknesses.” 
 
    “Hmm, that sounds promising, Mr. Mallone. It’s going to be tested forcefully in the coming months, I believe.” Wayneright stood at what the military called parade rest. His feet were shoulder length apart, and his hands were clasped behind his back. Asher wondered if the man had served. 
 
    “Are you expecting some form of electronic attack, sir?” Asher asked. 
 
    Without turning, the director answered, “There is a war going on, Mr. Mallone. It has been held to the eastern side of this country for now, but there is no way to know if or when it will come this way.” 
 
    Wayneright turned to face Asher for the first time, and Asher was struck by the man’s eyes. The irises were clear green, like none Asher had ever seen before. He wondered if they were contacts, since the color and clearness were very out of place on a human face. 
 
    “Are you familiar with our Corporate competitors, Mr. Mallone? Delik Unified, Obsidian, JalCom—to name the largest?” He continued without waiting for a response. “Delik Unified has decided that Obsidian is taking over too much of the East Coast. Delik Unified doesn’t seem willing to part with any of their holdings, and they are grabbing any independents they can before Obsidian has a chance. For now, it is espionage and sabotage on both sides, but it stands to get messy if things escalate. 
 
    “JalCom is, like us, watching from the outside. We are across the country from the main action of the two current players, but as you know, an attempt at cyber sabotage can happen from anywhere at any time. Your work, Mr. Mallone, stands to get tested very thoroughly if escalations occur. 
 
    “Which brings us to why I wanted to speak with you in person. We need to be more adept at tracking our competition. I believe, as do most of the board, this fighting between Corporations will increase soon. Teledyne needs an espionage division. One that’s better than our enemies’. Make no mistake, Mallone, they are the enemy. I want you to build on what we currently have. I want you to put a system in place that is better than any of the oppositions’.” 
 
    Asher wasn’t really surprised. He’d believed, however, the person he’d replaced had been reassigned to do exactly that. 
 
    “You have some history with this type of work from your time in the military, and your work here has been exemplary. I want you to use your knowledge and experience in conjunction with a team that has similar experience and build us that division.” 
 
    Asher was contemplating what that might look like, when he heard a loud splash and thud from the adjoining room. Wayneright jerked at the sound. Asher hesitated one second, then sprinted for the door. When he pushed it open, he could see water all over the tile floor and the tail of a huge fish flopping about.  
 
    “Daddy, help!” came a strangled call from out of his vision. 
 
    Asher rushed through the door, stumbled to a halt, and nearly lost his footing in the expanding pool of water. Lying on the floor in the water was something he had only seen on television or read about in storybooks. What appeared to be a mermaid, her tail flopping uselessly, was struggling to sit up. Director Wayneright knelt down in the water and tried to steady the creature.  
 
    Unlike mermaids of fiction, the creature’s tail fins were situated vertically at the end of the tail, as a fish’s would be. The tail flexed from side to side instead of front to back, which made it difficult for the creature to sit upright like a human. The upper portion of the creature was a young, human woman, for the most part. She seemed to have large, translucent scales covering her skin from her shoulders to the beginning of her tail, which was just above where a human’s waist would be. She wore no clothing but seemed comfortable with none. 
 
    Wayneright looked at Asher, who had frozen with his mouth open, and was staring at the girl/fish. “Help me get her back into the tank, Mr. Mallone. Don’t just stand there being useless!” he snapped. 
 
    Asher stepped forward and tried to grip the scaly tail. He realized immediately the slime from the fish portion of the girl was keeping him from gripping it well enough to lift. He glanced around the room and saw a large towel hanging near what he assumed was an aquarium. He grabbed the towel, wrapped it around her tail, and helped the director lift the young woman and place her gently back in the tank.  
 
    Wayneright began refilling the tank from an extending faucet which was like a pasta pot filler above the cooktop in a chef’s kitchen. It was immediately obvious to Asher that the girl/fish was the source of the strangled cry from a moment ago. He had heard of people playing with genetics, but he had never seen anyone who had undergone any modifications. He looked at the girl who appeared to be in her mid to upper teens, and he felt a stab of disbelief and anger. 
 
    This young woman, just beginning her life, was limited to the confinement of the aquarium. He supposed she had a larger tank somewhere, but still only a tank. Would her parents ever feel safe letting her swim in the ocean? Knowing his feelings regarding his own children, he sincerely doubted it. Not only would they need to trust her, but this area of the Pacific had a lot of larger predators in the coastal waters.  
 
    The young woman hugged her father, and they spoke softly. Asher suddenly felt as if he were intruding on family time, so he stepped back into the office and pulled the door closed. 
 
    Asher had just taken his seat when two older women entered from the waiting area. They looked at him for a moment, then hurried on through to where Wayneright and his daughter were. Asher assumed they were a cleanup crew. 
 
    After only a few moments, Wayneright strode through the door and stopped by the window, water dripping from the dark suit. He stared out at the Pacific Ocean for several minutes then exhaled and turned to glance at Asher before returning his gaze to the ocean. 
 
    “Join me, Mr. Mallone.” 
 
    Asher knew it wasn’t a request and did as he was bid. 
 
    “Mr. Mallone, I realize someone who just witnessed what you have will have questions. I normally would not explain myself or my family business to anyone, let alone someone I have just met. But this situation is a bit different. I believe you are the man we need for this task and your past suggests you know how to keep your mouth shut and not feed the ‘rumor mill’ that circulates whenever people gather.” 
 
    Asher stepped up to the large window and looked out over the ocean. “Sir, I won’t say anything, as it is no one’s business but your own. You owe me no explanation.” 
 
    The director looked at him for a long moment. “That is appreciated, Mallone. I am sure you are sincere, but I will tell you a bit about the situation, as it will eat at your curiosity if I do not.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Asher replied. The director walked to his desk and pulled a dark cigar from the desktop humidor. Wayneright clipped the end of the hand-rolled tobacco and deeply inhaled the rich aroma from the fresh cut. He then retrieved a butane torch from his desk drawer, depressed the ignition button, and held the blue flame an inch or so from the opposite end of the cigar while he drew air through the freshly cut end. 
 
    “Maddy—” he gestured with his cigar toward the room they had recently left “—or Madeline, is my only child. Her mother passed in childbirth, and she means the world to me. From when she was old enough to form opinions, she has loved mermaids. 
 
    “Being a good father, I wanted her to have everything she wanted, so I began to research the genetic modifications that were being done overseas and out east. After a lot of research, I asked a geneticist to review my daughter’s case. Now, this wasn’t just any doctor; she was, and still is, one of the top two or three in the field.” 
 
    He paused for another draw on the cigar, and Asher looked around the office again. A particular piece of art caught his attention—a mighty stag standing in the forest with its head upright and its antlers shining in the moonlight. Behind and above it, on a thick branch of a giant tree, crouched a huge cougar. Further back in the trees, he could make out a monster grizzly standing upright and watching the cougar. Something about the mammoth bear’s paws drew his attention, but he couldn’t put a finger on what it was. 
 
    After a moment, Asher turned back to the window and watched the sea lions sunning on the beach directly below the tower window.  
 
    Wayneright continued his monologue. “So, I had her design a program for my daughter. Understand, Mr. Mallone, I probably would not have gone that far had my daughter been healthy. She was born, however, with a particularly horrific form of multiple sclerosis. She was given only a few years to live if left alone.” 
 
    Asher nodded and continued to watch the sea lions. He had noticed the director’s emphasis on the word “probably.” 
 
    “There was some genetic work they could have tried, but none of it was promising. So, I did for her what I could. She is now what she loved and will live comfortably for whatever span of life she has, and I will have her near.” 
 
    The director drew from his cigar, and his odd, green eyes locked with Asher’s. “As I said, I expect this to stay between us, and I have no doubt it will. So, now, about your new position.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Delik already has an electronic espionage capability. Obsidian too, I’m sure, as well as JalCom and any number of smaller Corporations. It only makes sense our lords would want a better one.” Jett tapped on her tablet as she spoke. 
 
    Ray nodded and stared at Asher. “It also makes sense to put you on that project, Asher. Your background in the military and experience since are going to make you a very useful spymaster. Didn’t you do some deployments with the CIA and DIA?” 
 
    Asher smiled at his friend and shook his head. “I did deploy several times with top-tier operators, but always in a support role.” He shook his head. “I don’t think I’m going to be the ‘spymaster.’ I am going to be part of a team that builds the program, however.” 
 
    Jett looked up from her tablet and said in a small child’s voice, “You will make it the best espionage service in the whole world!”  
 
    Asher and Ray laughed when Jett tilted her head and blinked as if starstruck. 
 
    “We’ll have to by the sound of it. Director Wayneright said Delik Unified and Obsidian Corp. are already at cyber war with each other, and he only expects it to escalate. Many Corporations are watching what unfolds there, but before it is all done, he expects them to be pulled in one way or another.” 
 
    “And while the other bigwigs are distracted, Teledyne will continue to gobble up smaller Corporations and government entities. Do you know they just assimilated Mas Calibre in Mexico and Tengo Winters in Columbia? There are several others that will join within the month, but those are the two largest. They also have opened the borders between SoCal and Tijuana. Totally open! No gates, no Border Patrol!” 
 
    “Seriously? Tengo Winters swore they would never join a larger Corporation. They were very vocal about that a couple of months ago on the news vids.” Ray shook his head and looked sidelong at Asher. 
 
    Asher knew what he was thinking and nodded. They would be careful with what they said. He needed to get Wix alone, outside this facility, to warn her about speaking too freely where the walls could have ears. 
 
    Meantime, he had a few loose ends to tie up before the end of the week. 
 
    “The tests all went well?” He decided it was time to change the subject and wrap up for the day. 
 
    Ray nodded, and Jett laughed. She said, “No one, and I mean no one, is getting into this Corporate system with any capabilities that currently exist. That new code you developed is sweet, Ass. And with the newest hardware and the firewall software we wrote to work with it, it will be a few years before anyone develops a breakthrough that even has a chance.” 
 
    “Yeah, I gotta say, the kid’s right. That is an ingenious creation. It’s gonna put Teledyne ahead of everyone for a while.” 
 
    “That’s good, Ray. You know, this is your baby now. Since the firewall is based on the software you created when we were still at TTC, they want you to oversee the system. I am going to take Jett with me though. One of our first tasks will be data mining those other Corporations we mentioned. There will also be other tasks she is uniquely qualified for, I believe, so she’s going to be busy.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ass,” Wix said with a sarcastic drawl. 
 
    Torres chuckled and gestured around the room. “I get all of this to myself? Geez, thanks.” 
 
    Asher laughed. “I’m sure Willis will help you find a person or two to help if you need them. It’s pretty much autonomous at this point, but it still needs an overseer. I imagine you’ll get additional tasks, too. Maybe cleaning all the spiders out of the unused parts of this building.” 
 
    Ray shivered at the thought of spiders, and Asher laughed with Jett at the big man’s discomfort. 
 
    “Shut it, you two assholes. There aren’t spiders in this building. A Corporation as large as Teledyne has to have good exterminators.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ray,” Jett said, gathering her tablet and jacket and preparing to leave for the day. “I’ve stepped on any I’ve seen since we’ve been here.” 
 
    Ray was also gathering his things, and he nodded. He stopped suddenly when what she had said sunk in. “Wait, how many have you seen?” 
 
    “Oh, only a few dozen,” she replied and headed for the stairwell. “But I think I got all of them. Or I really pissed off the ones that are left.” 
 
    “A few dozen?” Ray asked in alarm. He shouldered his bag and followed close behind her. 
 
    Asher chuckled at the banter. He would miss it, but he couldn’t allow it to get in the way of his responsibilities to his family. He looked around the office suite and checked the firewall controls. He was looking forward to a couple of weeks at home before starting a new position with new challenges. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Somerville, TX 
 
    August 2036 
 
      
 
    “A mermaid, though? How?” 
 
    Asher put his finger across his wife’s beautiful lips and whispered, “Shhh. We can’t say anything about it.” 
 
    “Look around, love. There’s no one within a hundred yards of us.” 
 
    “Well,” he said as he obediently glanced up and down the lake shore, “there isn’t, but…” 
 
    “No ‘buts.’ You’re getting paranoid working for these people. More paranoid than usual.” 
 
    Asher smiled at her and nodded. “You’re right, I am. But let me tell you what Jett Wix told me.” 
 
    “Geez, Asher. You know she isn’t the best person to get news from.” 
 
    “Of course, but she is someone who can dig into anything and find out what’s going on behind the scenes. Listen to this and form your own opinion. I will just give you the facts. Okay?” 
 
    She nodded but looked doubtful. 
 
    “First, TTC had three owners…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit, Asher! Is this real?” 
 
    “This is what they paid for the job, including bonuses for early completion. I guess they were happy with the results.” 
 
    “Happy with the results? Asher, this is more than you made all last year. All the last five years! With this deposit, we can nearly pay the house off.” Laurel stared at their bank account info on the tablet. She looked back up at him, and a smile creeped onto her face.  
 
    Asher smiled back and handed her the document he had been hiding in his jacket pocket. “This is my salary for the next two years on this new project.” 
 
    Laurel stared open mouthed at the numbers in the right-hand column.  
 
    “Holy shit, Asher!” 
 
    “You said that already,” he said with a laugh when he saw the look of amazement on her face. 
 
    “Listen, smart ass. Give a girl a minute to digest this.” His wife was looking at the numbers and mentally calculating what they meant to her budget. 
 
    “Take whatever time you need, love. I’m not going anywhere for a couple of weeks.” He leaned back in the loveseat recliner and watched his wife’s face. She hadn’t gotten there yet, but he expected the smile to fade shortly. This was not the pay that he would have expected for the work he was doing. It was higher by an order of magnitude, and that worried him. He knew Teledyne was legitimate, he just didn’t see why they would pay like this if they didn’t have to, and he had not asked or negotiated for anything after the initial interview. 
 
    He saw the realization come over her as she stopped in mid thought and looked at him. 
 
    “I know,” Asher said as their eyes locked. “This isn’t the kind of money a person should be making for something above board, is it?” 
 
    She shrugged and looked back at the numbers. “It’s the Corporations, babe. They’re taking over the world. It doesn’t look too bad; they’re doing things that were always held up by government red tape. I don’t know what’ll happen, but we’ll get by. We always do because we have each other and because you’re making good money.” 
 
    “That doesn’t include any bonuses, love. But yes, that will get us to the dream soon, Laurel. I promise, our dreams will be real. Maybe we’ll do even better than our dreams, huh?” 
 
    She sighed quietly and placed her head on his shoulder. He relaxed and rested his cheek on top of her head. He breathed in the smell of her hair and felt a calmness slide over him. It was a feeling he didn’t get to enjoy enough. When he was away for work, he never relaxed fully. His mind was always busy with whatever project he was working on. Often, he slept only a few hours a night, and he spent more time at work than in whatever small apartment the Corporation had supplied. He knew it wasn’t healthy, but his mind wouldn’t slow down. Unless he was with this beautiful woman. This woman who had blessed him with four wonderful children. He squeezed her shoulder in a long hug and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “If things go like I hope, our retirement plans might be moved forward a few years. What would you think of that?” 
 
    Without looking up, she squeezed his hand. “I have something I need to talk to you about. I was waiting for you to get home so we could discuss it face to face.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous.”  
 
    Laurel sat up and turned sideways. She stretched her long legs across his lap and crossed her ankles. “Nothing like that,” she said with a small smile. “I have an opportunity for another job. Chief Thomas is retiring next month, and the mayor asked me if I would take the position.” 
 
    Asher smiled at the look of concern on her face and returned the light pressure on her hand. “How do you feel about it?” he asked, even though he knew already. She would have just said no and moved on if she didn’t want it. He might have found out in a few months. Or maybe not. 
 
    “How do you feel about it?” she repeated his question to him.  
 
    “If it’s something you want to do, I say go for it. You all are settling in here nicely and have made friends. Shey will be in pre-school next year, and the girls and Cal are already in school. I say take it. It’s not every day the mayor asks you to be the chief of police.” 
 
    “I worry about the kids. I know I have a great nannie in Rosie, and she’s more than happy to get them to and from school, but what if I’m called away for some emergency in the middle of the night? Are Clair and Gwen old enough to have that responsibility dumped on them?” 
 
    “What do they think?” he asked. He cocked his head to one side. 
 
    “I haven’t really told them yet.” 
 
    “Let’s ask them. We can do it over pizza at Antonio’s tonight.” 
 
    “That’s a low blow, mister. You know they love Antonio’s.” 
 
    “Psych 101.” He laughed when she kicked him lightly in the stomach with her heel. 
 
    “Mm-hmmm.” She swung her feet to the floor and stood up. “I have to go back to work for a couple hours, but I’ll be home around five. We can go to Antonio’s then and talk to the kids about it.” 
 
    “Don’t stress about it, hon. Your current job requires you to work odd hours occasionally. If anything, I would think the COP would be able to manage that better.” 
 
    She threw her denim jacket over her shoulders and walked to the door. She retrieved her badge and gun from the wall cabinet above the children’s reach and clipped the holster on her side and the badge on the front of her belt. “You’re probably right. Rosie has spent the night the few times I have been called out late. I’m sure she would be willing to do that if the occasion arose again.” 
 
    “Most likely. I’ll see you at five.” 
 
    She stopped and smiled impishly and blew him a kiss. “I’m glad you’re home. Love you.”  
 
    “You, too,” he said as she pulled the door shut. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, your mom has been asked by the mayor to be the chief of police. What do you all think of that?” The children were all full and happy, and they had been working up to this conversation. 
 
    Cal sat with his elbows on the table. He had recently moved out of a child’s seat and into a regular one, so he sat a little lower than the others. It didn’t bother him since he was proud to be sitting like his older sisters. “Does that mean we get to ride in the police car?” 
 
    Clair playfully swatted the young boy on the top of his head. “You’ll be riding in the back seat soon enough, troublemaker.” 
 
    Cal dodged the swat a little late but grinned at his sister. Then he turned back to his parents with a serious look on his face. “I guess Clair and Gwen don’t need to ride in the police car. And Shey is still too little, so I’ll take one for the team. I can ride in it and describe it to Shey. Clair and Gwen can just ride their bikes.” 
 
    Laurel smiled affectionately at the boy. “That’s very mature of you, Cal. You are a great brother.” He was laughing. She turned to face the two girls. “How do you two feel about it? You will be required to step up if I am needed for something at work. Maybe escort the boys home from school, maybe cook supper, maybe even make sure everyone is bathed and in bed on time.” 
 
    “What about Rosie, Mom? Is she still gonna take care of us?” Gwen asked. 
 
    “She will. But there may be a time when she isn’t available. Then it falls on you two.” 
 
    “We’ll be good, Momma,” Cal spoke up again. “I can help take care of Shey, and I’ll be good for Gwen.” 
 
    The boy jabbed Clair in the ribs with his elbow. “But Clair can pound sand.”  
 
    Asher looked at Laurel who had raised her eyebrow to the boy. “That isn’t something you need to be saying, Cal. Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “The man at the store said it to his phone. What’s wrong with it? It’s just sand; you can’t hurt it by hitting it.” 
 
    Asher tried not to laugh and almost succeeded. He covered with a cough and felt Laurel kick him under the table. It reminded him there was a lot he was missing when he was away. His heart ached a little, but his realization reinforced his determination to get to that dream he and Laurel had been discussing.  
 
    When the family date finished sometime later, he took Laurel’s hand in his while their children loaded into the SUV. The girls settled the two boys in their child seats and climbed into the third row behind them. Asher had a thought.  
 
    “Do you think Rosie would like to work full time as a live in? For a little while at least? She is finishing college in the next year or so, right?” 
 
    Laurel looked at him for a moment and shrugged. “I’ll talk to her about it. She would need some space of her own, so it would mean changing the basement office into a bedroom for her, but there’s already a bathroom down there.” 
 
    He nodded and swatted his wife on the butt when she turned to go around the SUV to the passenger side. She jumped and backhanded him across the chest. “Watch those hands, mister.” 
 
    He smirked at her and winked. “Oh, I plan to.”  
 
    She giggled as they got into the big GMC. 
 
    He pushed the button to start the vehicle and checked the rearview to make sure all the kids’ seatbelts were on. Laurel snapped hers in place and asked, “What’s the next project the Corporation has you working on?” 
 
    “I probably shouldn’t say a lot about it, but it is something along the lines of what I was doing when we met in the Air Force.” 
 
    “Really? Espionage, huh? I guess it’s Corporate espionage now. Well, you’re good at that sort of thing, so they got the right guy. Is it going to be dangerous?” 
 
    “I don’t expect it to be. I am going to be working with a team to build a division that will keep us informed about what the other Corporations are doing. There is a silent war going on between Obsidian Corporation and Delik Unified. The directors at Teledyne want to be able to stay current with what’s going on there.” He glanced in the mirror again to make sure the kids were focused on the video screens and weren’t listening to Mom and Dad. “They expect it to escalate.” 
 
    “I have seen some things recently in the news that made me curious. What do you think about all the military cutbacks and the hiring surge of private security companies?” 
 
    “I believe those companies are owned or controlled by the big Corporations. It makes sense. I also think the Corporations are playing a larger role in everything now, and I don’t see that going away,” Asher responded. He looked into her eyes. 
 
    “What does that mean for us and for the kids? What’s their life going to be like ten years from now? What kind of world are they going to have as adults?” The concern was obvious in her voice. 
 
    “I know. It is a change. A change in everything we’ve ever known. I have to believe the quality of life will not change much, however. Have you noticed anything here? This is a relatively small town. Has it been affected by anything so far?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nothing really. Small-town gossip, but no change in day-to-day activities.” 
 
    He smiled at her, trying to calm her worry. She was the strongest woman he had ever known, but when her family was concerned, she worried. 
 
    “Let’s get these hooligans home and look at that office. Maybe I can get it done before I go back to Cali.” 
 
    “Yea, right. Just like all the other things you’ll get done before you go back.” She reached across and patted his cheek. 
 
    “It’s not my fault you keep adding tasks to the list. It’s no wonder I can’t keep up.” 
 
    “I guess I could hire a hunky handyman to come take care of things while you’re gone,” she said with her impish grin. 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea. Then we would have more time to ‘take care of things’ ourselves while I’m home.” He smiled with just a hint of a leer. 
 
    “You’re terrible,” Laurel said with a laugh, but she took his right hand in her left and squeezed. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ensenada, 
 
    Baja California 
 
    September 2035 
 
      
 
    “This is Sydney Camber, Mr. Mallone. Mr. Camber, Asher Mallone.” The young lady introduced Asher to his new partner and quickly exited the small office. Asher watched her go and mentally shook his head before turning to Camber. The other man was a couple of inches taller than Asher, as most men tended to be, but otherwise, very non-descript—average build, average face, medium brown hair, and brown eyes. Asher felt like they could have been brothers since the description worked for either of them. 
 
    “So, you’re Asher Mallone.” It was a statement, not a question, so Asher simply nodded and remained silent. “Well, welcome to Spook Central. We are in the process of setting up a program for Teledyne that will give us more intel about what is going on outside our ever-expanding bubble.” 
 
    “Thank you. I look forward to working with you,” Asher said.  
 
    Camber smiled for the first time and extended his hand. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” The man spoke with very crisp pronunciation and an accent that sounded vaguely British or South African. 
 
    Asher shook the offered hand and smiled. “I am happy to be here and to meet you. Ray Torres speaks highly of you.” 
 
    The other man snorted and gestured to the unoccupied table at the side of the room. “I’ve never heard Torres speak highly of anyone. Have a seat, and I’ll have coffee brought in. Unless you prefer tea?” Camber asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
     “Tea would be nice. Maybe an Earl Grey? Maybe with a little milk?” 
 
    Camber chuckled and pressed the comm button on his desk. “Macy, dear. Please bring tea, with an extra service for our new man.” The accent was much more pronounced now. 
 
    “Please, call me Syd. Good ear by the way. People usually ask after we have been speaking for a while.” 
 
    Asher took the compliment in stride and sat. “It’s not distinct, just a hint. I have worked with several people from around the world and have always had a knack for accents and languages.” 
 
    Syd nodded and sat opposite Asher at the table. “So, what do you know about what we’re doing and why we’re doing it?” 
 
    The door swished open to admit a young woman with a silver platter laden with a steaming pot of water, a couple of cups, a bowl of tea bags, and a small, silver cream bowl. Sydney held a finger up to Asher while the young woman placed the tray on the corner of his desk.  
 
    “Thanks, dear,” he said with a smile and a small flutter of his fingers in a “go-away” motion. “I’ll pour.” 
 
    Macy smiled and nodded to Camber, then exited the way she had entered. 
 
    “Now, as you were going to say, Mr. Mallone.” 
 
    “Please call me Asher.” He paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. “As I understand the situation, some of the other Corporations are in the midst of a cyber war. The director at my last post, Mr. Wayneright, said Obsidian and Delik Unified are hammering each other, and he wanted to beef up our cyber security, so we weren’t vulnerable to such attacks.” 
 
    “Indeed. Some of the people in the know believe it will escalate into physical action sooner rather than later. We are trying to… no, we are going to, get in front of that in case something spills over to us. We have a great deal of intelligence from electronic sources, from open sources if you will, but we need to focus our efforts on doing unto others before they do unto us. I believe you worked alongside some of the agencies the US had in place until recently?” He arched an eyebrow at Asher, and the latter nodded.  
 
    The U.S. government had closed the doors to all the acronym agencies and put them under the umbrella of the FBI. Similar things had happened throughout countries around the world. It was another sign of the control held by Corporations.  
 
    “As Corporations have gained a stronger foothold in particular areas, the local police and governments have fallen under their control. Teledyne has tasked us with setting up an intelligence agency of our own. We are beginning with the few people we currently have, and we plan to grow exponentially as soon as we have a solid base to build on. You, my friend, are to be part of that base.”  
 
    Asher sat for a moment. Thoughts of past taskings inside and alongside other intelligence communities raced through his mind. Bringing something like that into being from scratch was a monumental task. He hoped they weren’t starting that low. 
 
    “Well, Syd, I look forward to it. Can I ask how much is already done? Or are we starting from the ground up?” He was careful not to let any concern into his voice and only reveal interest and some small excitement. 
 
    Camber saw through the attempt and laughed. “You’re good, Asher, but I see the concern in your eyes. We have been working on this for a short while now, so you don’t have to worry about building a machine from sticks and clay. Get settled into your apartment over at the Hilton Tower, and we’ll give you a thorough briefing and tour tomorrow. You will be impressed, Mallone, but get some rest this evening. You won’t have much time for it during the next several months.” 
 
    Asher stood when Sydney did and shook the extended hand again. “Thank you, Sydney. I’ll do that. Can you recommend a restaurant nearby? I could use a real meal,” he said with a smile as they walked to the door of Camber’s office. 
 
    “Try O’Neil’s if you get the opportunity. They are a block or so from the tower and have a very diverse menu. I’ll see you here at oh seven hundred, out in the central lobby. You’ll get to meet the team and see where we are and where we’re going.” 
 
    Asher nodded, and Sydney slapped him on the shoulder. “We’re glad you’re here, Asher. You have a stellar resume, and your reputation since joining Teledyne, and even prior, when you were at Texas Technology, is impressive. Tomorrow morning then.”  
 
    The other man hurried back into his office and left Asher to find his way out. Asher nodded to the lady at the reception desk who beamed a smile that lit up the room. “Mr. Mallone, there is a car waiting outside for you. They will also pick you up and deliver you here in the morning. Just arrange the time with your driver.” 
 
    He smiled and nodded again, then strode through the door to the waiting car. As he was whisked through the traffic toward his new apartment, he couldn’t help but wonder at the service awarded him. It would make things much easier for him, so he would enjoy it while it lasted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher fell hard when the small Asian flung him over a hip as if he were no more than a child. He lay on the ground for a moment while he coaxed his lungs to accept air again. He had been practicing martial arts for nearly two decades, yet this petite man never seemed to exert any effort in tossing him around. 
 
    “Ha, you are getting better, Asher.” Sifu Kang laughed as Asher fought for breath. The teacher was smaller than Asher by at least twenty pounds and a couple of inches.  
 
    After a couple of intense moments, Asher sat up, then slowly climbed to his feet. He stood straight and bowed to the martial arts instructor. “I cannot tell, Sifu. I seem to fall harder than before, if not quicker.” 
 
    Kang grinned at the taller man. “If you were not getting better, I would still throw you gently.” 
 
    Asher laughed and retreated to the bench at the end of the practice mat. 
 
    “If you say so, Sifu, then it must be true.” 
 
    “It is past time someone provided this humble Chinese cook and laundry man with the respect he deserves.” There was still a twinkle in the small man’s eyes as he spoke, but his expression was dour.  
 
    “Hmph! Since I have neither seen you cook nor do laundry, the truthfulness of your earlier statements may now be a bit more suspect.” 
 
    “Ah, a true master does not share all his secrets with the lowly student. However, my egg drop soup cannot be beaten on this continent, and you will never find a student’s blood stains on these garments.”  
 
    Asher laughed at the older man’s dry tone and bowed again. 
 
    “If I might be so bold, Sifu, why do you work here? Why for Teledyne? Surely there are more rewarding places to find employment.” 
 
    “As you say, surely there are, but this Corporation took over my last employer, who took over the employer before that. I have been honored to remain employed, doing something I truly enjoy doing.” 
 
    Asher nodded with a sad look. “Of course, throwing students around.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, we should all feel honored I suppose,” Asher responded thoughtfully. He knew it was true. He could have been left to his own devices when Teledyne took over TTC, but the directors thought he was worthy enough to hold on to. 
 
    “Always stay humble, Asher. You are worthy only until you are not. Be thankful every day that you have what you have because many do not. And seek always to learn and to become worthy in other ways, so that you may remain ever so worthy.” 
 
    Asher gazed at the elder Chinese man and nodded. Wisdom was where you found it, he thought. This man was very good at what he did, but he was also wise. He chuckled at how cliché the idea was—an old martial arts teacher who was also a fountain of wisdom.  
 
    “Thank you for the lesson, Sifu. Thank you for throwing me into the ground harder, I suppose.” 
 
    The Asian man grinned and bowed in return. “You are most welcome, Asher. Come back whenever you would like to be thrown around some more.” 
 
    Asher laughed again and left the dojo training area that had been set up in the center of the old school gymnasium. He stopped by his locker and grabbed a towel and a fresh set of clothes. He was scheduled for more field training that afternoon, so he would have to snag a sandwich from the cafeteria after a quick shower.  
 
    Four months had gone by much quicker than he would have thought. He hoped to get home or have Laurel and the children come there for a short break soon, but the work had been rigorous.  
 
    Jett had been tasked with scouring the net for any info on the other Corporations. The data was piling up, and she had a couple of people on her team whose sole responsibility was to organize that data into intelligible reports. Although one of his original tasks had been to organize the data collection system, it had mostly fallen on Wix, so he had dedicated his extra time to creating a training plan for field operators. He was convinced the next step would be to form a department that collected data manually.  
 
    That meant HUMINT, or human intelligence, which was an old game. An old game, but with new rules now that more control was landing in the hands of the Corporations. The last discussion he’d had with Laurel had shed some light on the situation in the urban sprawl. She was seeing a little pressure from the Mayor about where to focus her department’s efforts. Nothing blatant, just a small suggestion here and there, but she had noticed a trend, and it had been enough to concern her. The mayor was obviously getting pressure from somewhere, and shit rolled down hill. 
 
    The hot water poured over his sore muscles, and he rolled his shoulders forward and back. It felt good to be in a regular workout routine again. Time hadn’t allowed it for several years, but now, even as busy as he was, he still had time to spar with an instructor or hit the track for a couple of miles each morning. 
 
    After toweling off and donning a fresh set of clothing, he checked his tablet and found a note from Sydney. His presence was requested for a lunch meeting at the cafeteria on the top floor in about an hour. That left him just enough time to check in with Wix and maybe look at a couple of emails. 
 
    When Asher stepped into her office, Jett removed the 3-D helmet and gazed at him over her thick-rimmed glasses. Her sight was fine, so he supposed it was a fashion thing. She tapped a control sequence on her keypad, and he felt a subtle change in the air and heard a faint buzz that reminded him of the wood boring bees that had plagued the old farmhouse his grandparents had lived in when he was a child. 
 
    The young hacker chuckled at his look and gestured to the only other chair in the small office. “It’s a noise masker; blocks out any listening devices. I don’t want anyone hearing anything we talk about, Ass. No one needs to be listening in on my private conversations.” 
 
    Asher kept his eyes blank. The small smile he allowed played on his lips. If anything, Jett had become more paranoid after moving to this position. He supposed that was a good thing, considering their work here. If he ever had to worry about anything with her, it wouldn’t be that she allowed intelligence leaks. 
 
    “You know you’re in one of the most secure areas in all of Teledyne, right?” 
 
    “I do. I don’t trust everyone who works here. Do you know our intel is leaking out of here nearly as fast as we bring it in? Someone is working more than one side of this stream of data, Mallone. I don’t know who yet, but I will soon, I promise you that!” 
 
    Asher glanced through the open office door. He didn’t doubt her statement for a second. She might be paranoid and a bit of a conspiracy theorist, but she was one of the best, if not the best, at gathering and tracking digital information. 
 
    “Let me know when you find out, okay? Let’s get a handle on it, then we can send a report up the chain. No use shaking the tree until we know which rotten apple we’re after.” 
 
    Jett stared at him for a moment, then nodded. He knew she was running through scenarios in her head, and he expected some of those included him as the bad guy. She took a small pen from her desk and handed it to him. He took it from her with a raised eyebrow and placed it in his shirt pocket. 
 
    “That is what used to be called a ‘tactical pen.’ It’s still that, but it also includes a small version of the noise scrambler we are using.” She gestured around the small office, then continued, “If you press down on the top of the pen, it will allow you to twist the pocket clip clockwise. As you rotate the clip, you will feel a series of clicks. The third click is where you stop, and the scrambler activates. You have an area of about four feet around you in all directions—an operating bubble—through which no electronic signals can pass, and any listening device will be blocked from hearing what is said. It is battery powered with the newest NiMH battery, which is constantly charging via static electricity in the air. Use it if we need to talk or if you need to mask communication anywhere.” 
 
    He glanced down at the unremarkable pen in his pocket and raised his eyebrows in appreciation. “Nice.”  
 
    He looked back at Jett, smiled, and asked, “Is there anything new on the Obsidian/Delik Unified situation?” 
 
    “We have a little, but our information gathering using electronic means is being seriously hindered by their firewalls. I can get through them, but by the time I do, the intelligence is so old, it is seldom useful. What I really need is a dedicated satellite or some frontline intel. You know, boots on the ground and shit.” 
 
    He nodded and considered his upcoming meeting with Camber. “I think we are going to be shooting for some of the latter. I expect we are going to be setting up a HUMINT section. I don’t know how long it will take to get it off the ground, but if the timeline is anything like what we’ve seen since we’ve been with Teledyne, it won’t take long.” 
 
    “And, of course, you’ll be a big part of it?” The concern in her voice was noticeable, and Asher smiled. 
 
    “I will be. I’ll find out more soon, but I expect to be managing intel specialists from here or a remote location. Sydney and I are meeting in a few minutes to talk about this and a few other things.” 
 
    “Be careful around that man, Asher. Something about his attitude troubles me. Well, troubles me more than usual. I think he wants to be one of those higher ups. I think he has his eyes set on directorship, and I don’t think he liked you being sent here. You are making waves by doing all the right things, and I think that intimidates him.” 
 
    “Surely not. I am just doing the work they give me, not trying to make anyone look bad.” 
 
    “That’s his problem. Your work ethic and your successes make everyone who doesn’t have the intelligence and success rate you have look inferior. It’s nothing you do on purpose, just the way you naturally work. I don’t think he likes it. Just be careful, I don’t think he is above setting you up to fail.” 
 
    Asher thought hard for a moment and fingered the pen in his pocket. “Thanks, Jett. For everything. I’ll stop back by tomorrow and let you know what’s happening. Be careful.” He stood and smiled crookedly, and she tapped the control that turned off the scrambler. 
 
    “You too, Ass. Talk soon.” She placed the 3-D mask across her face and returned to the intelligence search she was into when he arrived. Or video game, or whatever it was she was doing.  
 
    Asher hmphed to himself and strode out the door. During the short elevator ride to the top floor, the events of the past few months ran through his mind, and he looked at them with a different perspective. It had been Sydney’s suggestion to train with the martial arts instructors and take extra time “for your health, physical and mental.” He wondered now if the man had thought he wouldn’t get much work done and, thus, look bad to their superiors.  
 
    They were theoretically equals, but he had been following Sydney’s lead since the man had been here first and had done so much in setting up the early operations. That might have to change a bit, he thought. He would see how Camber reacted to him being more involved and form an opinion then. Right now, he would follow Jett’s advice and be careful. 
 
    Just as the elevator deposited him in the main restaurant’s lobby, his tablet dinged with the alarm he had set for the meeting. It was a habit that kept him on track when he was focused on some project or other.  
 
    The room was a bit over half full when he stepped in, and he paused to look for Sydney Camber. Syd had picked a table at the back of the room next to one of the small walls in the otherwise window laden restaurant. Asher started his way, and the other man nodded and motioned for the waitress.  
 
    “Asher, thank you for coming so quickly. This short notice meeting is to fill you in on a few items of import.” 
 
    “Thank you for inviting me. Otherwise, I’d just have had a cold roast beef sandwich and been off to the firing range.” Asher smiled and watched the other man carefully. There was a small hint of satisfaction in his nod, but it could have been Asher’s imagination. 
 
    “Yes, definitely keep up the training.” Asher sat, and Sydney continued, “We are moving forward with the HUMINT section. The gentleman joining us was a history professor and an operations assets trainer. He has written a couple of books on ‘spy’ tactics, including the operative training manuals used by the government. He will be working with you on this new division.” 
 
    “Really? Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I am simply keeping up what you and I have been doing for the past several months. The director has stated that I am to continue our search for intel, as well as step up the gathering aspect. Ms. Wix will have several individuals added to her team to assist.” 
 
    Camber looked up from his salad as if expecting a response, and Asher wondered if he knew of Jett’s suspicions. He mentally shrugged and decided Sydney was simply expecting something from him because he had brought Jett with him when he had been assigned here. 
 
    “I’ll still need her occasionally. Of course, I’ll coordinate that with your people.” 
 
    “That should be fine. We have added personnel to her group so she can be part of building HUMINT also. At least until a replacement is found to take over her tasks with you.” 
 
    “Or someone to take the position where she is now.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Camber was again attacking his salad and referring to his tablet. Asher couldn’t see the man’s eyes, but suspected he was frustrated at Asher’s comment.  
 
    Asher punched his order into his tablet. “What is our new team member’s name?” 
 
    “Marcus Winslow.” Around a mouthful of salad, Sydney continued, “He worked at the Agency’s training academy for several years and has also done some work with the Bureau.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve met him. I took a few of his classes in preparation for an assignment several years ago. He’s a very smart man and a great addition to our team,” Asher commented as a young woman brought out his lunch order. 
 
    “There is something the director wants to speak with you about personally. He has set an appointment for tomorrow afternoon at two. Something seems odd about it, since the schedule was updated automatically this morning, but I heard nothing from his assistant, and he didn’t say anything to me about it last week when we spoke.” 
 
    Asher shrugged. “I’ll let you know if it’s anything important. I’m sure he wants to emphasize how important this new project is and how it needs to be expedited in any way we can.” 
 
    Camber laughed at his dry tone. “I’m sure. It’s always that way though, is it not? Well, I am heading back to the office. I will speak with you after your meeting tomorrow?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll stop by afterward if possible. If not, we can get dinner and discuss it tomorrow night at O’Neil’s.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Sydney smiled and stood to go. “That might be a better plan. I haven’t eaten a good slab of beef in a while.” 
 
    Asher stood, smiled, and extended his hand to the man. “Alright, I’ll see you around seven providing nothing from my meeting with the director interferes.” 
 
    “Of course. See you then, Asher.” Sydney shook Asher’s extended hand and quickly turned for the door. 
 
    Asher watched him go and wondered about the short lunch meeting. Nothing had been discussed that couldn’t have been written in an email, so why had Camber asked him here? He shook his head and sat back down to finish his meal. It had seemed like the other man was going to say something a couple of times while they chatted, but he hadn’t. Asher decided that was another reason to pay more attention to what was going on. It wouldn’t pay to get too comfortable. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The director is ready for you, Mr. Mallone.” 
 
    Asher looked up at the young man behind the desk and nodded. He slid his tablet into a pocket of his coat and stood. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said and opened the door to the director’s suite on the top floor of the newly christened Teledyne Towers. He hadn’t been in this office before, but he had met the director at his old office in the Hilton Tower.  
 
    The suite was decorated in freshly painted white furniture with stainless steel trim that shone in opportune places. The paint on the walls was the brightest white he had ever seen. The walls that weren’t painted were glass, tinted to keep the natural sunlight from blinding the occupants when reflecting off the white. Covering most of the onyx floor were several animal skins—zebra, a huge white tiger, and several young seals. The white from the animal skins blended with the surroundings, while the black stripes and spots contrasted deeply. 
 
    A tall, slim woman sat behind a marble desk. Her skin was a mocha brown, and she wore a white pantsuit that fit both her and the room perfectly.  
 
    “Mr. Mallone, come in and sit.” It was an order from someone used to giving them and having them followed, so he did. 
 
    “Let’s get the obvious out of the way first, Mallone. I am not Director Shelly, who you no doubt expected. I have moved here to relieve Martin, and he will shortly be moving elsewhere. I’m not totally pleased to be here in Baja where it’s so bloody hot and humid, but this is where the project is, so this is where I am.” 
 
    She handed a manila envelope across the massive slab of white marble that was the top of her desk. “This will be useful to you and your people in the intelligence gathering group. It is a comprehensive list of every frequency JalCom uses and their encryption keys.” 
 
    Asher took the envelope and stared at the J-C logo with squiggly lines representing radio waves and an image of a square microphone from a century earlier. 
 
    His thoughts raced for a moment, then he smiled and nodded to the director. “Thank you, ma’am. This will benefit Miss Wix and her team tremendously.” 
 
    “Please make sure she receives it immediately. They will be changing the codes within the week, I would imagine, but if she is as good as her reputation, she may be able to get the updated freqs and keys before they change these.” 
 
    “She is even better than her reputation, Director. She’s one of the people who make people in my position look good.” 
 
    The director looked at him for a couple of moments with her eyebrows furrowed. “Why are you telling me, a director of… Teledyne, someone else is the reason you look like you know what you’re doing? That’s not boosting your reputation, Mr. Mallone.” 
 
    “No, ma’am. It’s not a self-serving statement, and I’m not one to make those types of comments. Ms. Wix is very good at what she does, and I like to give credit where it’s due. I didn’t say she was the only reason, just that she was one of them.” Asher smiled at the director. 
 
    After a moment, bright, perfect teeth practically glowed when she smiled back at him. “Touché, Mr. Mallone. I am Director Styles, your new director. I want a HUMINT section in place, bringing in intelligence, within the next three months. Does that timeline concern you?”  
 
    He thought for a moment and considered the current assets and how long it would take before they could get someone in the field, which was a sticking point because they had no field operatives. They had built a good training program and had some fantastic instructors, but zero operatives. He knew, however, that this woman would not accept “no” for an answer any more than any other director he had worked for.  
 
    “Director Styles, I believe we can do it. We have a very good cadre of trainers and a great training plan established. This is a bit sooner than anyone has asked for, but we are ahead of schedule and nearly ready to begin training assets. If we can get some operators assigned, we can do it. Is this something I should ask you for, or should we start looking for them ourselves?” 
 
    “Asher, I’m going to call you Asher. Asher, I’ll get operators. What I want you to do in the meantime is to go through every class of instruction yourself. I want you to know what you are asking operators to do. I want you to be the first operator. You will then perform a few intel gathering missions, while we are bringing new people up to speed. If you’re going to manage these people, you must know what you can ask of them and what you can’t. I’ll have no assets lost due to ignorance from a manager.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. We were planning similarly.” He hadn’t been planning on going into the field himself, however, and that put an entirely new spin on things, but it would be good experience. She had a valid point. He, and everyone eventually under him, would only benefit from his executing a few field missions. It wasn’t as if field assignments were totally new to him. He had deployed with special forces several times in the military—always in a support role, never in a front-line capacity—but deployed, nonetheless. 
 
    “You have your mission, Asher. Set about accomplishing it.” 
 
    Asher nodded and stood. Director Styles stood as well. Asher was a little surprised she was at least a foot and a half taller than he. She was unnaturally slender, but he had seen similarly thin directors, so it shouldn’t have surprised him. He thought back to Director Wayneright’s mermaid daughter and the booming laugh of a director called Mikhail.  
 
    “I like you, Asher, so a word of warning. Your partner, Camber, has aspirations that may not be healthy for him, and he is a bit too obvious about them. Stay in your lane, Asher, and all will be well for you. Stray from it and bad things could happen.” 
 
    “As you say, ma’am.” He turned, and the director returned to her seat behind her desk. He noticed a bare place on the wall where an elaborate piece of art had hung. He remembered a painting in the previous director’s office of an enormous mammoth being attacked by four giant sabretooth tigers. He also recalled that something about the felines had grabbed his attention, but he hadn’t been able to place what it was at the time. 
 
     As the door closed behind him, his thoughts raced from the meeting—the folder he held, the warning about staying in his lane, the sudden change in directors. There was much more going on here than he could put his finger on. He wished, again, for a discussion with Laurel. 
 
    The meeting with Sydney could wait until tomorrow, he decided, and he tapped a message to Camber on the tablet. He had to get this info to Jett, then he would talk to the instructors about beginning his education in earnest. This evening, he would connect with Laurel and the kids. He looked forward to their calls more and more, and he dreaded telling them he would be away from home for a while yet. The delay was temporary and, hopefully, he could get this division up and running so he could spend a little more time at home. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher looked at his tablet again. There was no message from Sydney, and it was nearly half an hour since their agreed upon meeting time. He was about to ring the man when the restaurant door opened. He looked up and was surprised to see Jett Wix hurry through the door and look around the room, searching the tables, until she saw him. Her bright red hair bounced as she hurried over and took the seat across from him. 
 
    “What the fuck, Asher? What the absolute fuck? Did you hear about Camber?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean. He was supposed to meet me here over thirty minutes ago. How did you know I was here?” he asked, suspicion creeping into his head. 
 
    “You don’t know? Hells Bells! Sydney was killed in a drive-by shooting this afternoon outside his condo, Asher!” Her voice was high pitched with excitement, and she was trying unsuccessfully to whisper. “There hasn’t been a drive-by shooting around here since the drug cartels were taken down a decade ago!” 
 
    Asher looked at the young woman for a few moments and focused his thoughts. He remembered vividly the director’s warning about staying in his lane or “bad things” could happen. Had she or Director Shelly been behind this? He suspected he knew the answer. He also suspected the investigation would stall before anything was found. 
 
    “Jett, how did you know I was here?” 
 
    Jett looked at him with a blank face for a couple of moments. He suspected she was collecting her own thoughts. He had to keep her focused until she calmed down a little. 
 
    “Did someone send you to find me, or were you tracking me?” 
 
    He could see her sharp mind focus, and she looked around quickly, as she often did when they were together in public. 
 
    “I was promoted to project manager this afternoon. The new director’s assistant gave me the news when he told me about Sydney. I now have Sydney’s job, and your appointment was on his schedule, so I knew you would be here.” 
 
    Asher thought about the news she had just dropped on him and felt his chest tighten. Anger, anguish, and helplessness all ran through his mind. He knew there was little he could do. He was in no position to be anything except another victim if he wasn’t careful. He needed to protect the people he knew and cared for, and he felt responsible for Jett’s safety since he had requested that she be assigned here.  
 
    He stared silently at Jett for a moment before speaking. “Listen, Wix. I am certain you’re reading into things. It was probably some gangbanger wannabe trying to start that shit back up. He or she will be stomped out quickly, I’m sure.” 
 
    Calling her by her last name got her attention. They had spoken about it several times—how one of the few things he didn’t like about the Air Force was the way military members referred to each other by their last names. So, he’d never made it a common practice. He took her right hand in both of his and traced the words “nine tmrw pm” in her palm. It was another trick he was certain she would pick up on, since she’d described using the same method of communication with a protégé years earlier when the feds had been closing in, and she knew they were bugged. His finger slid along her palm, and he saw the small jerk of her head before she met his gaze and nodded slightly. 
 
    “I guess I’m going to clean out my office and have everything transferred to Camber’s. I’ll be there any time you need anything from us, Ass. Sorry to dump on you; it was all so unexpected.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’m happy to listen anytime you need an ear.” 
 
    “Okay then, I’ll go and let you enjoy dinner. Talk to you later.” She was up and gone before he could say anything else. So, tomorrow’s meeting would be in her new office. She had reason to get rid of anything in there that might be a bug, and she would set up one of her sound scramblers before nine.  
 
    He wasn’t sure where the conversation would go, but he wanted to discuss his field work with her and caution her with the comments Director Styles had made. He also needed to make some sort of exit plan if it came to that. Asher shook his head when he realized he was channeling Jett Wix. Was it really paranoia if they were out to get you? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher wasn’t surprised at the orderliness of Jett’s new office. She likely had the freedom to think while performing the mundane tasks of placing and straightening. She did seem remarkably more focused and calmer since their short meeting the evening prior.  
 
    Asher had started the day staying busy while considering all he knew, as well as what he didn’t know. He had also spent a large portion of time thinking about this meeting. He hoped Jett was in a better place because they had some things to discuss that required her to think straight. 
 
    “Hey, Ass, what can I help you with this late in the evening?” He smiled at the name and knew she was on her game. 
 
    “I was working late and saw you here, so I figured we could discuss our current workload and working together. Your predecessor and I had a system, and I thought we might work one out also. Maybe even one that is more efficient.” 
 
    “Well, come on in and sit. I am a night owl, as you know, and I have some time right now.” 
 
    Asher sat in the chair across the new desk from her. When she tapped a few commands on the old-fashioned keyboard, he felt the familiar difference in the air. 
 
    “Okay, Asher, we’re good.” Jett continued to tap on the keyboard, then she gently pushed the keyboard back and stood up. She walked around the desk and sat in the chair next to Asher.  
 
    “I’m still a little wigged out by being on that side of this desk,” she said. She leaned back and put her feet on the desktop. 
 
    Asher chuckled at what would have been a typical Wix show of indignation if it weren’t her desk. He sobered quickly, thoughts returning to the man whose desk it had been. 
 
    “What are we doing here? What’s really going on with this Corporation? With this world for that matter?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jett. Before I pulled you in, back in San Diego, I was in Columbia. I was working with a partner named Washburn…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, like I said, I don’t know what’s going on behind the scenes. What I do know is that people don’t appear to matter to the Corporation. Lives don’t seem to matter if the directors get the results they demand. But that’s all circumstantial. There isn’t any concrete proof of what’s happening, despite what I’ve seen and the comments and reactions of Director Styles.” 
 
    “She actually told you to stay in your lane or bad things could happen?” Wix sat up in her chair with her forefingers forming a point under her chin. “I do know one thing. We’re in the perfect position to get information. We’re the heads of the information gathering arm of Teledyne, my friend. Gathering information is expected of us. They shouldn’t be surprised if we ‘inadvertently’ gather some on them also.” 
 
    He looked at her for a long moment, his mind busy with opportunities and repercussions. “We have to be careful, Jett. We can’t give them a reason to ‘reassign’ us. You’re right, though, we are in a great position to find out what’s really going on.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful; leave that to me. You’re due to go into the field soon, right?” 
 
    “I have a meeting with the director tomorrow afternoon, and she has cleared my schedule for the next few days. I don’t know what that means, but I suspect a short, break-in mission to test me. I’ll let you know if I’m able meet again soon.” 
 
    “Do you remember the ‘secret message code’ we used to play around with when I first joined TTC?” 
 
    “Sure. Messages in newspapers and such? We used the personals in the Austin Statesman and posted messages for each other to figure out. Back in simpler days, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. Look, if you ever need to get me a message, post it in the Denver Post personals under ‘Call Me Sire.’ If I need to get something to you, I’ll use the Salt Lake City Tribune under ‘Family Ties.’ I don’t think it’ll come to that, but let’s be safe about this, right?” 
 
    Once again, Asher was surprised by the young woman’s sharpness. Secret messages were an idea he hadn’t considered, yet it made a perfect sense.  
 
    “I’m going to finish a few things this evening to mentally prepare for my meeting with Director Styles tomorrow. What are your thoughts about her, by the way?” he asked Jett. 
 
    “Jury’s still out, Ass. I haven’t found any past records of her in the system, which is strange. Directors are a secretive bunch, but there’s usually something. On her, nada.” 
 
    “Okay. I know I don’t need to say it, but be careful.” 
 
    Wix snorted and stood to see him out. “You don’t, but thanks for saying it anyway. You be careful too, and watch what you say when you’re speaking with Laurel. It wouldn’t surprise me if your conversation was bugged every time, especially as high as you’re getting in Teledyne’s hierarchy. You may not realize it, but you are in a position that could lead to a directorship one day.” 
 
    “I don’t see that in my future, especially with what happened to Syd. I’m working toward a retirement plan that will let me spend some time with my kids before they graduate from high school and move on with their lives. I’m staying in my lane.” 
 
    “Mark my words, Ass. Not many people have one-on-one meetings with directors. Ever. You seem to have one about every other week or so. I’m just saying.” 
 
    “We’ll see. Meanwhile, be careful. I’ll be in touch within a couple of days. Worst case, my schedule for Thursday is still intact, so I’ll talk to you then.” Asher bumped his fist into Jett’s.  
 
    “See ya, Ass.” She smirked as he walked out the door shaking his head.  
 
    He didn’t really believe what she’d said about his path upward, but he had to admit, he’d had a lot of meetings with directors recently. Most people steered clear of any interaction with them, and he didn’t know if it was out of fear, respect, both, or something else. He had met with every director he had worked for. And recently, those meetings had been more often. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A different young man sat at the desk outside director Styles’ office. He stood when Asher exited the elevator and motioned to the office door. “Please go on in, Mr. Mallone. The director will be in momentarily.” 
 
    Asher nodded his thanks and stepped through the door into the bright white office. There was a new animal skin on the floor, a huge white wolf. He stood at parade rest and studied the office, though he appeared to be staring straight ahead. Not much had changed from a couple of days ago, except the wolf.  
 
    An open shipping box sat on the desk with an intricately carved statue alongside it. The statue was a heavy draft horse that had been expertly worked in dark mahogany. Small carvings of random technical drawings and schematics covered the statue and reminded him of the horse statue done by Leonardo Da Vinci.  
 
    The interior door of the office opened, and director Styles stepped through quickly. She noticed him immediately and motioned to the white leather sofa against the wall. “Mr. Mallone, feel free to have a seat. I will be right back.” 
 
    She exited through the door he had entered and pulled it closed behind her. However, he could still hear the exchange between her and her new assistant.  
 
    “Marcus, you are never to allow anyone into my office unless I am already there. If anyone needs to wait for me, they should wait here or in the lower lobby.” Her voice was not raised, yet it was as cold as an arctic wind. Asher didn’t envy Marcus. 
 
    “Y… yes, ma’am. I apologize! It won’t happen again, ma’am. I promise.” 
 
    “Be certain that it doesn’t, Marcus. I do not have time to train another assistant.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am! Absolutely certain, ma’am!” 
 
    Asher thought the young man might need to change his trousers. He felt for him. Normally, Asher might have chuckled at the dressing down, but as he had learned recently, you didn’t want to earn the ire of the Teledyne directors. The thought pulled a feeling of dread and doubt from deep inside him, but he smothered it quickly. 
 
     Director Styles walked back into the office and stepped behind her desk. She lifted the mahogany statue to place it back into its shipping container, and he glimpsed the feet. Each of the behemoth’s hooves had a design on it. He was too far away to make them out clearly, but they all seemed different yet familiar. 
 
    She placed the cardboard box on the floor and sat behind her desk, then motioned for Asher to move to the chair immediately across from her. 
 
    “It’s time for your next step, Asher. I’ve decided all our field operatives, which includes you as their manager, will receive a nanite health and immunity treatment. Are you familiar with the current work in the field?” 
 
    Asher thought for a moment about articles he had read recently. “Yes, ma’am. I believe they have perfected the programming of the microscopic machines to fight, and even destroy, some diseases. Parkinson’s is a big one, but also many cancers. Artery cleansing to help fight against heart disease and strokes. There have been a lot of advancements in the last couple of years.” 
 
    “Indeed. We’ve been using a preventative treatment for some time. It differs from the other medical nanite treatments in that it helps prevent disease and sickness. These nanites remain in your body, whereas the ‘cure’ nanites fix the problem as best they can and are then flushed out. I’ll let Dr. Li explain the details. The treatment is your next step in becoming our lead field operator.” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am. When and where should I meet the doctor? I don’t believe I know her.” 
 
    “She is relatively new to our operation. She recently came from our medical labs in Singapore to lead the advancement of our nanite program. She has an office and lab on sub-level three of your building, and she is expecting you this morning to begin your prep testing.”  
 
    He wondered what “prep testing” involved but decided to wait and ask the doctor. There was no need to risk angering Director Styles after hearing her go off on Marcus.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I’ll report there immediately.” 
 
    “Asher—” she looked directly at him with stern eyes “—I’m sure I don’t need to tell you, but this is a proprietary treatment. You will not discuss it outside of this office or Dr. Li’s lab. Understood?” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am.”  
 
    “You’re dismissed then. Report to Dr. Li, and I’ll see you again when she says you’re ready.” 
 
    He stood and nodded to the director who focused back on her screen and put him from her mind. Walking out, he passed the young assistant sitting at his desk and felt pity for him. He touched the ground floor button in the elevator. His mind was racing with excitement.  
 
    Nanotechnology had always intrigued him. Now, he was going to learn, firsthand, what could be done with it. Reading about the advancements was one thing but being part of the science and learning through experience was something else entirely. He was almost jittery when he stepped out of the elevator and walked briskly to the car waiting outside the lobby. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dr. Li’s office was easy enough to find now that he knew where to look. The elevator opened into another bland waiting room. A young, attractive woman sat behind a desk, and as Asher exited the elevator, she stood to greet him.  
 
    “Mr. Mallone, Dr. Li is expecting you. You may go on in, sir.” He was taken aback at the respect and reverence in her tone. He nodded his thanks and stepped into the lab. The sterile white and stainless-steel environment reminded him of the director’s office. The lab was a bit more biased toward cleanliness than design, but the similarities were there. 
 
    Dr. Li was, as he expected, a small, Asian woman dressed in scrubs and a lab coat. She was younger than he had imagined, however—probably less than thirty years old. Undoubtedly, she was one of those child protégés that he’d heard about in vids and newscasts. Probably graduated at the top of her class at some Ivy League school at the age of twelve.  
 
    She turned her direct gaze on him. “Mr. Mallone, I presume. A bit early; an admirable trait.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. The military taught me that on time is late, ten minutes early is on time.” He smiled and extended his right hand. She paused for a moment before shaking the offered hand once without returning the smile. 
 
    “You may call me Dr. Li. I’ll be administering the nanite treatment after you’ve passed the barrage of tests we have lined up for you. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Well, actually, I do. Can you explain the nanite treatment and what I can expect to experience afterward?” 
 
    “No one briefed you on what to expect? Of course, they didn’t. No director has the time to explain anything to anyone below them, and they don’t normally allow anyone beneath the rank of director to participate in this program.” She leaned back against her desk with a heavy sigh. “You have nothing to worry about, Mr. Mallone; nearly every director has had the treatment. It’s perfectly safe. In fact, it’s much more than safe; it’s above and beyond anything you have ever experienced.  
 
    “Once your body has adjusted to the treatment, you’ll feel like a new man. Imagine having the best day of your life, every day. Your body will always be at its peak performance, but it will not require you to eat properly or exercise to keep it that way. You will probably want to exercise, mind you, but you won’t need to. You will need to eat, just not as healthy as you normally would if you expected to stay fit. As a matter of fact, you should consume more high energy foods and more calories than you are accustomed to. 
 
    “You will be protected from disease and sickness. Viruses will not spread in your body, and they will be dealt with before you can spread them to others. You will not suffer from food poisoning. Most poisons and venoms will be destroyed before they can affect you. You’ll be practically immune to everything we know of that is dangerous to your body. 
 
    “Providing you pass the medical screening, of course.” She turned back to the table and pulled a small thumb drive from the terminal she was working on, then she turned back to face him and continued, “This is a thorough explanation of the process and as much technical information as most people can comprehend. It should answer any questions. You can look at it on your own time this evening. The labs and physical tests will take a couple of days, so you have some time to study the data.” 
 
    Li pressed a virtual key on the desk and gestured to the door at the other end of the lab. “Go through there, and a couple of doctors will begin administering your tests.” 
 
    The door opened, and a woman in scrubs came through and beckoned him to follow her. He glanced back at Li, but her focus was already back on her work. He picked up the thumb drive and followed. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    He awoke suddenly. It wasn’t like any other time he could remember waking from a deep sleep. He wasn’t groggy, and his mind wasn’t foggy. He’d gone from fully asleep to fully awake nearly instantly. He sat and took in his surroundings, and he recalled the moments before he was put under anesthesia. Kelly, the medical tech who had been with him almost constantly through the tests, asked him to count down from ten. He remembered seven. 
 
    The lab was quiet. The hum of equipment and the air blowing through the HVAC system were the only sounds. His nose picked out the tart smell of alcohol and antiseptics, freshly laundered linens, and a faint aroma from the soap, shampoo, or deodorant of the medical tech who must have just been there. 
 
    Without looking, he could tell he was wearing boxers, socks, and a t-shirt. A light blanket was across his lap and legs, so he gathered it in a wad and placed it on the bed. He stood. There was no dizziness or weakness in his legs, although he did feel unusually hungry. His stomach growled, and he chuckled at the timing. 
 
    The door slid open, and Tasha, one of the other medical professionals, entered the lab with a smile. “Good morning, Mr. Mallone, how do you feel?” 
 
    He smiled back, cocked his head to one side, and mentally assessed himself. “I feel great but a bit hungry. I assume the procedure is complete. How long was I out?” 
 
    “It is complete. We kept you under while the nanites fully embedded themselves. You have been out for just over fifty-six hours. You had intravenous nutrition for most of that time, but I imagine your body is telling you it’s time to eat. Is there something specific you would like? The kitchen staff is waiting and can fix you almost anything you want. I would recommend high caloric intake for the next few days to get your body and nanites accustomed to the workload.” 
 
    Asher thought for a moment and, since he had just woken, decided on breakfast. “How about a stack of pancakes and a side of bacon and sausage links?” 
 
    “Absolutely! Coffee, milk, or juice?” 
 
    “How about juice and water, please?” 
 
    She nodded and turned to leave. “I’ll get that going for you, Mr. Mallone. Meanwhile, you’ll find clothing in the locker. You can come out to the common area once you’re dressed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tasha, I’ll be out shortly.” 
 
    As promised, he found a fresh set of clothing and a sturdy, yet comfortable, pair of leather shoes in the locker. Once he was dressed, he walked around the lab for a couple of minutes. He marveled at how good he felt. He jumped into the air and clicked his heels together.  
 
    Well, let’s not get carried away, he thought with a laugh. You are an adult and a professional, so act like it.  
 
    Tasha was sitting at a long, metal table when he walked into the common area. Steam rose from her cup and filled the room with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee.  
 
    “Maybe I’ll have a cup of that, too,” he said and looked around for the coffee machine. He spotted the single-serve brewer near the sink. There were several pods along the back of the counter, and he picked one labeled “Costa Rican Single Plantation” and popped it in the top of the machine. Watching the dark liquid fill the mug he’d acquired from the cabinet, he breathed in deeply through his nose to take in the rich aroma and smiled. 
 
    “I haven’t smelled coffee this good in a while.” He sipped the dark liquid. He appreciated the slight bitterness on his tongue and the earthy richness at the back of his mouth. 
 
    Tasha’s lips were raised in a small smile, and she had a knowing look in her eyes. “One of the effects of the treatment, Mr. Mallone. You will notice your senses are sharper. Your senses of smell and taste, even sight to an extent, are dimmed by things that are constantly happening in your sinus cavities. Those things are now prevented by the nanites, so your senses are no longer negatively affected and, thus, sharper.” 
 
    Asher took another sip and savored the taste. “Amazing. What else can I expect?” 
 
    The woman across from him leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table. “You’ll have a good day, every day. Your entire body will perform as nature designed it to. Your energy level will remain high throughout the day and well into the night. Three to four hours of sleep are all that you’ll need; some people need less, some a little more. You’ll enter REM sleep more quickly and wake up nearly instantly. If you take small rests during the day, you can go for longer periods without sleep.  
 
    “The nanites will assist your body in turning whatever you eat into proper nutrition. If you partake in alcohol or recreational drug use, you will notice the effects sooner, but they will also fade more quickly. Your metabolism will be a bit more aggressive, as will your sexual appetite.” 
 
    “Uh, wait a moment. My sexual appetite?” Asher felt a bit of pressure in his gut at the mention of sex. He also realized how long he had been away from his wife. 
 
    The woman across from him smiled, and he felt an attraction to someone other than his wife that he hadn’t felt in quite some time. He took a deep breath and mentally reigned in the hormones.  
 
    “Mr. Mallone, those feelings are normal for someone who has been recently treated. You’ll feel like a teenage boy for the next few days while you grow accustomed to the new you. Unfortunately, you’ll be here instead of at home with your wife.”  
 
    He groaned inwardly and sat back in his chair with the hot, steaming mug of coffee cupped in his hands. “What else?” 
 
    As Tasha went through her post treatment speech, Asher paid attention with one part of his mind while another was considering some of his experiences since being hired by Teledyne Industries. He had just received a nanite treatment that would protect him from poisons, viruses, and common sickness. Modern technology was truly amazing. 
 
    “So, Mr. Mallone, do you have any specific questions I can answer?” 
 
    Asher shook his head and drained the last of his coffee. He was about to ask what was next, when the door opened, and director Styles strode into the room with a small smile across her lips. Again, he felt the draw of sexual attraction and realized all the directors must have the same urges since they had also been treated with this nanite infusion. 
 
    “Asher, I see you are up and about. How does it feel to be at the top of your game?” 
 
    “I’ll admit, I didn’t know what to expect. I read the material and listened to the briefings, but still…” 
 
    The director’s smile grew larger and moved into her eyes. “Indeed. You’ll have a day or so to grow accustomed to the new you but then I need to get you in the field.” She turned to Tasha and gestured with her head to the door. “Tasha, dear, could you give us the room for a few minutes?” 
 
    Tasha stood immediately and nodded. “Would you like some coffee or anything before I leave, Director?” 
 
    “No, thank you. Just give us some privacy for about ten minutes. We are going to discuss Mr. Mallone’s mission, so please ensure no one enters.” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am.”  
 
    After Tasha left, the director stood and walked over to the coffee machine. Asher’s eyes followed her movements, and he wondered why he hadn’t noticed the curves of her exceptionally thin frame when he had met with her in the past. He shook his head, clamped down on the tension, and chuckled to himself. 
 
    Director Styles turned to face him while she waited for the mug to fill. One side of her mouth was turned up in a sly, knowing grin, and he felt himself blushing. She noticed and laughed at his awkwardness.  
 
    “Why, Asher, if I didn’t know better, I might think you were checking me out.” Her eyes were laughing and that did nothing to ease his discomfort. 
 
    “Well, ma’am, it isn’t intentional. I obviously have some things I need to get under control. I’ll admit, I feel like a teenage boy again. I do apologize.”  
 
    She sat across from him. “Don’t concern yourself. I know from experience what you’re going through; it’s expected. Do control yourself, however. We have a few things to discuss.”  
 
    “Of course, ma’am.” Asher looked down at his empty cup and back up at the director. “Would you mind if I get myself a refill while you’re talking?” 
 
    An instant of something in her eyes made him wonder if he had gone too far, but it was gone as quick as it appeared. “Go ahead, I’ll wait. I want your full attention.” 
 
    He pushed the mug to the side and decided not to make the director wait for him. “No, ma’am, I’ll wait. You have my full attention.” 
 
    Director Styles nodded, and the small smile returned to the corners of her mouth. “Smart man. Now, I want you to do something that will seem a little strange, but consider it a test of your abilities.” 
 
    He was leaning slightly forward, focused on the director’s words and actions. His recent training was forefront in his mind, and he watched her body language and listened intently to her diction, along with the words. 
 
    “You’re to complete this task on your own. That means no help from anyone here, especially your colleague, Ms. Wix. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He could see the rules were firm, and he wondered why. 
 
    “I want you to travel to the San Francisco sprawl and find the name of the director over that area. No one is to know who you are or that you work for Teledyne. That is paramount in this mission, Mr. Mallone. I need a name, and I need you to remain unknown. Those are the only two results that matter.” She met his gaze directly until he nodded and sat back in his chair.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. The name of the director over the San Francisco Sprawl operations, and I am to remain unknown. One of the best instructions I ever received is the best intel gathered is intel that no one knows is lost.” 
 
    “Exactly. Any questions?” 
 
    “I have several, but they’re of little consequence to the mission. I suppose I need to learn how to perform a task without wondering why it was assigned. I was taught that lesson, but I never truly appreciated it until now.” He smiled, and she nodded and sipped from her mug. 
 
    “Yes, that will be one of your most important lessons. You’ll learn that once you are assigning the missions.” 
 
    Asher stood when Director Styles did. “When do I leave, and how long do I have to complete the mission, Director?” 
 
    “Consider yourself on mission as of now. I will not set a timeframe for you, but you can be sure I have one in mind.” The director turned and left without another word, and he watched her walk through the door. This time, he was considering the mission ahead instead of her ass.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    San Francisco Sprawl 
 
    April 2036 
 
      
 
    The IDS delivery van bumped up onto the curb outside Teledyne Towers (San Francisco) and stopped. After a moment, the driver stepped out of the back of the van with a brown wrapped package tucked under his arm. He whistled as he walked up to the revolving doors.  
 
    His smooth transition through the constantly moving door while laden with the bulky package suggested years of practice. Sienna gazed appreciatively up and down his youthful frame as he strode easily through the lobby. 
 
    “Good morning, ma’am. I have a delivery here for a…” He studied the label a moment before placing the box on the counter and reaching into his shirt pocket. “Sorry, the label just has the address.” He retrieved a small card from his pocket, and a couple bills fell onto the counter. “Oops, sorry about that. I just sold some old vinyl records my dad hoarded in his attic for years.” He tucked the hundred-dollar notes back in his shirt pocket and studied the card intently. 
 
    “This says ‘Director Mikhail’ and then has a couple of question marks. That usually means it can be handed over to the new person in that role if the addressee is no longer here. We just need to update the name.” He placed a hand on top of the package as if to push it toward Sienna, but he hesitated. “Can you tell me if he is still here? Sorry to ask, but you know… procedures.” The bright and charming smile was back, and she felt a little butterfly in her stomach. However, she also had procedures, and one of them was to never divulge information about the directors, no matter how small or insignificant.  
 
    “I am sorry—” she squinted at his name tag and smiled her brightest smile “—Sean. I am not allowed to discuss the directors.” She looked around the area and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “You know… procedures.” 
 
    Sean laughed and pointed at her with a wide grin. “Touché! Well, we seem to be at an impasse. Is there anything we can work out, just between us, so I can leave this, and you can stay out of trouble?” 
 
    Sierra found herself enjoying the banter. She leaned back with a thoughtful look on her face. “Welllll, I wouldn’t want you to get into trouble either.” 
 
    He nodded and looked serious, but eyes still twinkled, which showed her that he was enjoying the rapport, too. “Normally, I might offer a quick lunch at my expense for us to work this out, but my route today is strenuous. Might I arrange for your choice of midday meal to be delivered here?” 
 
    She smiled at the thought of a “quick lunch” with the young man. As the heat began to rise to her face, she mentally shook herself and quickly regained control. “Unfortunately, I have already had my break for the afternoon. I’ll tell you what. If you would agree to a monetary substitution for a good lunch, I might find an answer to our, impasse, I believe you called it. Maybe one of those hundred-dollar notes?” 
 
    He looked sad for a moment, then his smile returned, and he shrugged. “Ah, well. Easy come, easy go, I suppose.” He reached into his pocket and retrieved one of the notes. He placed the folded note into her hand and wrapped both of his around hers to close it over the cash. He looked into her eyes and continued to smile. “Perhaps we can get that quick lunch some other day.”  
 
    She felt the heat climbing to her face again, so she mentally shook herself to regain control. It was a little more difficult this time. He continued to stare into her eyes. “Perhaps. The new director’s name is J Markus. And don’t ask; no one knows what the J stands for.”  
 
    The flirty smile was back. He leaned forward and whispered, “Do you think it’s Jerry? Jerome?” 
 
    She snorted and replied, “Maybe Jerk-off. He’s kinda a dick. And by the way, Mikhail is up in Victoria, BC, with his pal Shamus.” 
 
    “Well, don’t you just know all the gossip?” Sean laughed, and she nodded. 
 
    “We office poolers have to have something besides cute delivery men to keep life interesting.” She turned a little red when she realized what she had just said. 
 
    His smile grew, even though she would have sworn that wasn’t possible. “Thank you, Sienna. You have saved me a butt chewing at the very least. I’ll update our records, with no mention of where the info came from, of course.” 
 
    He released her hand and pushed the package across the counter. With a wide smile on his face, he exclaimed, “You are my hero.”  
 
    Sienna laughed and took the package. “Yeah, whatever, Romeo. Now get out of here so I can log this and get back to work.” 
 
    Sean smiled and bowed from the hip. He straightened, spun around, and walked toward the revolving door. “It’s Sean,” he said over his shoulder with a finger waggling wave. “I, and IDS, thank you!” 
 
    She giggled as he left. At least today had been a little interesting, and she had made a hundred dollars on top of the conversation with the cute delivery driver. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher left the truck in an alley several miles from the tower with the hazard lights flashing. He then dropped the IPS uniform in a garbage compactor a few blocks away. His adrenaline was still flowing, and the smile wouldn’t leave his face. His first mission had gone off without a hitch so far. It had taken a few days planning before “Sean” had acquired the information he needed. 
 
    He was a little disappointed it had only taken a hundred-dollar note to get the info. The receptionist was not following protocol when it came to security, but that had worked in his favor. He decided not to let the director know where he got the info if he could avoid it. Even though she wasn’t following protocol, he didn’t want to see her disciplined for it.  
 
    In the past, he wouldn’t have hesitated to report her, but in those circumstances, she would have received a wrist slap and a dressing down. At worst, a demotion or loss of her job. He found it disturbing that he was concerned for her life if word got back to her boss. Was that the world now? Unfortunately, he feared it was.  
 
    He stepped off the elevator on the fourth-floor parking garage and retrieved the key fob to the lightly used Ford sedan. It was rented under a false name and credit card different from the one he had used for his hotel on the outskirts of the inner city. He had carried several different ID packages for the mission and decided it would be a good idea in the future, to only have as many as needed with a backup or two for unforeseen circumstances. He would speak to Jett about ID packages and have her create them regularly so they could be used by the men and women in the field. 
 
     The mission had been a learning experience, and he decided all field operators would be assigned a similar mission to learn from. Director Styles impressed him with her knowledge and professionalism. He wondered about the differences in the directors he had met—how some seemed to be concerned only with their immediate needs, and others, like Styles, genuinely wanted to improve the Corporation. He figured the upper management of every company had its good and its bad personnel. 
 
    Now, he had to catch a train south to the San Diego/Tijuana sprawl and a high-speed water ferry back home. That he thought of work as “home” brought him up short, but he knew it was temporary. After this mission, he should be able to spend a little time with his family at his real home. He hadn’t spoken with Director Styles about a vacation, but he figured it had been long enough, and he deserved some time at home.  
 
    Asher left the rental in the agency drop-off and caught a ride share to the train station. He had purchased two tickets using another ID. The tickets were to Phoenix, with short stops in San Diego and Las Vegas. It was a common itinerary, with people using the layovers in one or both cities to visit or conduct business, so the train personnel wouldn’t think anything of his missing the connection. They would assume he was meeting someone or had decided to catch a later train with the transferrable tickets. 
 
    As he walked through the bustling evening foot traffic of Tijuana, he passed through one of the many homeless communities. It was late, and the day’s refuse was burning in several barrels. He stopped for a moment to stare into one of the barrels and unobtrusively dropped a couple of the spare IDs into the fire. After watching long enough to ensure they were destroyed, he moved along to another barrel and repeated the process. 
 
    He moved through the town that now connected fully with San Diego, and he considered the changes from fifteen or twenty years earlier. The borders were now open, and the patrol stations had been removed. The town was growing exponentially, but there were still little pockets that had the old Mexico touristy feel about them. He passed through one of those areas and paused long enough for a meal from a street vendor. 
 
    Asher sat on a small bench, watching people pass, ate fajitas, and observed. In the short time he was there, he saw several drug deals and prostitution solicitations. He also witnessed a clan of a half dozen or so children picking pockets. Was the tourist area always this way? he wondered. He had been here a few times for short vacations, and even though he had noticed it then, it hadn’t seemed as rampant. Whether it was due to changes in the local communities or changes in his skill at seeing and recognizing the street deals, he couldn’t say. 
 
    As he made his way to the ferry port, he decided to take a few more of these missions. There was no substitute for feet-on-the ground information gathering. He knew some intel had to come through electronic means, but to really get a feel for an area, human operators had to be in place. Combining the intel from the two sources was the only way to get a genuine picture of reality. That he had enjoyed the mission wasn’t lost on him either. 
 
    The ferry smelled clean, and he found a comfortable reclining seat in the air-conditioned lower levels. He glanced around to make sure no one was in his immediate area, then leaned back in the recliner and fell asleep almost instantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Minneapolis, MN 
 
    July 2038 
 
      
 
    Martin Peterson walked down the high-speed rail’s exit ramp and moved instantly to the side so he wouldn’t block the other people leaving the car. He hadn’t been in Minneapolis in over a year, and the changes were obvious. As with most other cities in the country, it had grown exponentially.  
 
    The rail network station was relatively new and had taken over several blocks where the Art Institute had been for years. Martin walked down the sidewalk in the sweltering July heat and humidity with the midday sounds of the bustling city harassing his ears. After a couple of random turns, and several blocks away from the rail station, he hailed a city cab.  
 
    “Where to, boss?” the elder cabby asked as Marty placed his single bag in the back seat and settled in.  
 
    “Powderhorn Park, please. No rush.” He smiled at the cabby and noticed the name on the license and employee badge attached to the dash. “Ollie, where is the best unknown place for a burger around Powderhorn?” 
 
    The old man laughed, started the meter, and smoothly pulled off the curb and into downtown traffic. “That’d be Matt’s. It’s a few blocks t’other side of the park, but it’s got the best burger in the Twin Cities!”  
 
    He sat in the cold A/C of the cab and allowed himself to relax for the first time in a while. He nodded to the driver. “Matt’s it is, then.” 
 
    About ninety minutes later, with a comfortably full stomach and a newfound pep in his step, Marty flagged another cab from a different company and opened the rear door. The driver was a young, Middle Eastern woman who smiled hugely at him in the mirror as he settled into the plush back seat. “Where would you like to go this afternoon, sir?” 
 
    He smiled back at the infectious grin. “Watergate Marina, please, and there’s no hurry.” 
 
    She nodded enthusiastically and gunned the engine to merge into traffic. He sat back and watched the city speed by outside his window. His destination was a rented cabin cruiser that he planned to stay aboard for the next week in place of a hotel. Hopefully, he would only be here for three or four days, but who knew with missions like this one. 
 
    He sat back and opened his tablet while the young woman smoothly transitioned onto the freeway for the longest leg of the short trip. After opening a custom VPN and an email app created by his partner and friend, Jett Wix, Peterson/Mallone sent a quick update to a cloud-based platform that encrypted the message before routing it through several countries and eventually back to another cloud-based platform where the people in his office could retrieve it. Then he sent a similar message to Laurel through a similar route. Laurel’s message was a lot less detailed, but it let her know he was safe. 
 
    After closing the tablet, Asher leaned back and stretched out his legs. He closed his eyes and relaxed for a few minutes. The SUV’s big electric motor hummed, and the tires growled on the pavement.  
 
    Twenty-seven minutes later, the young woman looked at him in the mirror, and he opened his eyes. “Here you are, sir. Is there a specific pier I can drop you near?” 
 
    “The office is fine, thank you.” He glanced at the meter and pulled a couple bills from his shirt pocket. “Keep the change and thank you for the comfortable ride.” 
 
    Martin had tipped the expected twenty percent. Not too much and not too little. She might remember the fare as an average man in an average suit who worked a little, then settled back for the ride, with his eyes closed most of the way. Not much conversation, but pleasant when they spoke. Not a great tipper, but also not cheap. Then again, she might not remember him at all. 
 
    He had traveled in a business suit, something from a department store, that fit reasonably well but wasn’t tailored. With the air conditioning in the high-speed rail and the cabs, it was acceptable, but for walking or driving around the city, he would dress more casually. 
 
    After settling into his temporary home, he would spend the night and a good part of tomorrow traveling upriver to just past Nicolette Island, where he had arranged a docking slip at a small, private river campground for the week. It was convenient to many walkable parts of the city and easy enough to tag an Ube/Lift or cab. It was also only a few blocks from Peterson’s place of employment. As with most employers, meetings like this were mandatory a couple of times a year, even for remote employees. Peterson had been with Oliver Engineering Corporative for nearly six months and had only recently been called to the home office for required training sessions.  
 
    The real Peterson was in a hospital in Lincoln/Omaha under the name of John Doe. He had suffered a breakdown and had temporarily, Asher hoped, lost his memory. Asher had left him in an alley near a coffee shop after dropping a few drops of a tasteless drug blend into his drink. The scientists in the lab had promised a week of amnesia with a ninety-five percent chance of quick recovery afterward. He believed they believed it. He hoped it was accurate.  
 
    So far, in his career as a spy and spy master, he hadn’t taken a life. This type of work could get messy, but he planned every mission to the nth degree, with the goal of no mess. It had been stressed during the training process, and still was, the best spy gains the information he or she needs without the owner ever knowing it was lost. This job was so important, it was worth taking the risk of having someone find out how he had handled the real Peterson, but he didn’t see the point in crossing the line to murder. 
 
    So far, Director Styles had agreed with him. He wondered how long that would last as she found more missions to send him and his people on.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Monday morning found Martin Peterson at the Oliver Complex less than a half mile from where his boat was docked. He was again dressed in the department store suit, and he carried a small briefcase he had found in a secondhand store the day before.  
 
    The young man at the reception desk smiled as he walked up. “Good morning, sir, and welcome to OEC and the Oliver Complex. How may I help you this morning?” 
 
    The canned line almost sounded natural. “Martin Peterson. Here to see Ms. Knox. She’s expecting me.” 
 
    The young man tapped a few keys on his keyboard and studied his computer screen for a moment. He finally found what he was looking for, nodded to himself, then looked back at Asher with a smile. “Of course, sir. If you’ll step over to security, they’ll take an eyeball scan and set you up with a pass for the week. Then you can go up to the tenth floor, and Sylvia will get you in the system and show you around. It looks like your class is Tuesday through Thursday. Welcome to the complex.” 
 
    Asher retrieved his case and nodded. He looked around casually as he walked to a chest high window marked SECURITY. He ignored the buzzer beside the window and tapped on the glass. The window slid open instantly, so he knew they had watched him cross the lobby. He smiled innocently at the stern-faced woman looking back at him.  
 
    “Martin Peterson to see Ms. Knox. I am a remote programmer from Lincoln/Omaha, up here for some sort of training this week.” He gestured back at the reception desk. “That fella said you folks would fix me up with some sort of scan or something? Sorry, I work by myself most times, so I’m a little out of my regular habitat.”  
 
    Asher looked sheepish. The sternness faded from the woman’s face, and she chuckled. “Alright, Mr. Peterson. Come on around the corner to the second door on your right, and someone will let you in. Don’t worry, we won’t eat you or anything.” He turned toward the corner and the aforementioned hallway, and in his peripheral vision, he caught her looking up and down his frame. She mumbled quietly, “Probably.” 
 
    He chuckled to himself and wondered for the hundredth time what Laurel would think of all the attention he was garnering since the nanite treatment. He knew, without a doubt, he could have been in many beds since then. He also knew she trusted him, and that strengthened his resolve to stay faithful. The day might come when the job required him to step over that line, but again, he spent a lot of time planning and prepping for a mission to avoid such a situation. 
 
    The door opened before he could knock and revealed a huge man in black fatigues and a black t-shirt. His chest, shoulders, and biceps threatened to rip the t-shirt, while the material around his middle barely touched his stomach.  
 
    “This way,” the mountain growled and stepped back to allow room for Asher’s more modest frame to pass. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Martin Peterson, here from Lincoln/Omaha for the week,” he said as he anxiously stepped around the giant and into the room. The woman who had instructed him where to go a moment earlier stood waiting with a small device in one hand and a tablet in the other. The device was somewhat like a skin surface thermometer, with a small glass bulb on one end and a display above the hand grip.  
 
    “Step over here, Mr. Peterson. This is an iris scanner; it’s quick and mostly painless.” She chuckled at the joke, and he looked at her with a doubtful frown for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Ah. Humor at the expense of the new guy. I get it.” He laughed with her while the un-jolly, un-green giant stood like a pillar in the back of the room, wearing a permanent scowl. 
 
    She raised the scanner and pointed the bulb at his left eye. There was a small flash as the reader scanned the false iris made by Jett’s department last week. A soft beep signaled the contact had performed as advertised. While the lady nodded at the display, Asher read the name on her tag.  
 
    “Shawna, am I free to go, or are you going to place me into custody?” he asked earnestly. His half-smile betrayed his concern, and the security guard laughed. 
 
    “Well, I guess you’re free to go,” she said with a wide grin. “If you step back around to the window for me, I’ll get you a visitor/employee badge, so you have access to the areas you’ll need while you’re here. My records show you are meeting with Ms. Knox and attending the annual training on the eighth floor. You’ll have access to all the building except the top floor where the bosses hang out. You will also have access to the network from your tablet.” 
 
    She tapped her tablet furiously for a moment, then grunted in satisfaction when she finally got it to function correctly. “These things! Technology has taken over the world, and we still can’t get a simple tablet to work smoothly. All I want is for it to do what it’s supposed to do. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    Asher nodded knowingly, lifted his tablet. “Yeah, these things run our lives. You’d think someone would at least get this simple piece of technology to work correctly.”  
 
    He chuckled inwardly. His tablet vibrated inconspicuously, informing him the hacking app had done its job, and he now had access to the entire network, with no one the wiser. Jett was working to perfect the app, so the hacked equipment wouldn’t have that tiny glitch immediately after being broken into. He made a mental note to talk to her about it. That glitch provided a small distraction that might come in useful one day, if the operator wasn’t too technologically savvy. 
 
    He stepped through the door, once again held open by the mountain that was a man and walked around the corner. Shawna was leaning out the window just enough to place her bosom on the lower part of the frame. 
 
    She handed him his access card. “Well, here you go Mr. Peterson. You should be set for the week. You can carry this in your pocket or wallet. It will automatically transmit a signal to allow you access to doors and the network. Just be sure to keep it on your person; it is linked to your ID and iris scan. There is a small scanner on each exterior door and the elevator. If you choose to use the stairway, there is a scanner on the bottom floor that will allow you access to go up, but none is needed when going down.” 
 
    He caught the emphasis on the last two words and allowed one corner of his mouth to pull upward. “Yes, ma’am. Please, call me Marty.”  
 
    She smiled widely again and pulled a card from her shirt pocket. “This is the code for the security desk here, and the one below it is my personal code. Please ping me if you need anything.” 
 
    He nodded, noticing the emphasis on the last word. He took the card and allowed his fingers to touch hers for a moment longer than was necessary. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Shawna. I hope to see you around while I’m here. Have a wonderful day.” He turned to leave, and the wide smile returned to her face. The thought crossed his mind that the obvious flirting could be a common interaction for her. He had credited the attention he had been getting over the last year or so to the health treatment he had received, but as he thought more about it, it could simply have been natural actions and reactions. The behavior had occasionally been there for as long as he could remember, but it seemed to be almost rampant now. Then again, he had been doing a lot more traveling, so it could be that he had not been in position to see how people interacted outside his personal bubble. 
 
    He entered the elevator. When he turned to tap the button for the eighth floor, he saw a tall woman in a sharp pantsuit talking to Shawna. The security officer had a wide smile on her face, and her breasts still lay across the window frame. Something about the newcomer tugged at his attention, but with only a glimpse and a few half-heard words, he couldn’t tell what it was.  
 
    The elevator door slid shut, and he relaxed for a moment while the elevator moved smoothly upward. He fought the urge to explore on his tablet. There would be time for that later, he admonished himself. Focus on the moment; you’re in enemy territory. He cringed when he thought about the giant security officer. If he did everything the way he was supposed to, he shouldn’t have to worry about him. So, he focused on doing things like he was supposed to. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tuesday afternoon, Martin Peterson was at the café in the center of the complex enjoying a club sandwich and iced tea when the woman he had seen at the security office approached his table. 
 
    “Mind if I join you, Mr. Peterson?” She smiled and sat without waiting for a reply.  
 
    “Of course. Uh, I’m sorry, I haven’t heard your name mentioned in our meeting.” 
 
    “Delores Samples. Please call me Deedee. I have seen you in the conference room and have been meaning to say ‘hi.’ It’s important to get to know people when we go to these things, isn’t it? Then, next year, we’ll have someone we know to chat with.” 
 
    Asher nodded, though he mentally shook his head. No, it was not good for someone in his profession to “get to know people.”  
 
    They spoke for a few minutes about the food and the complex and Oliver Corp. Typical small talk between two employees who had just met. 
 
    “Deedee, where are you from? I think I noticed you at security when you got here Monday.” 
 
    “Yes, I was getting my badge and such just as you were leaving. What about that security lady? Did she hit on you too?” 
 
    Asher laughed and nodded around a sip of tea. “She was very… determined. I’m glad it wasn’t just me.” 
 
    “Oh, she was determined alright. I thought she might climb through that window and hump my leg.” 
 
    He almost choked on his sandwich, and felt his face turn a little red at the mischief in the dancing eyes across the table from him.  
 
    “Please, wait until I don’t have a mouth full of sandwich next time.” He laughed after he chugged enough tea to clear the half-chewed club from his throat. “Are you trying to kill me?”  
 
    “Oh, not yet. I’ve only just gotten to know you.” A huge grin crossed her face, and he smiled back. A small alarm went off in the back of his head. What was it about this woman that triggered his internal warning system? 
 
    “Well, hopefully, I won’t give you reason to change your mind. What do you think of the ‘training’ so far?” He hesitated before putting the last of the sandwich in his mouth and raised an eyebrow at Deedee. 
 
    She laughed and gestured with her hand for him to go ahead. “I’ll keep the wit to a minimum for the moment. I’m not impressed yet. It seems like most of this could have been dispersed through email, or a proper work manual, or something less intrusive. I swear, if people start asking a lot of questions tomorrow about common-sense stuff, I might blow a gasket!” 
 
    He laughed at her rant. “What have you found to keep you busy when we aren’t here?” 
 
    She smiled and pointed at the café counter. “Better food than this place provides. There is an Asian place a few blocks over that is divine.” 
 
    She stopped suddenly and cocked her head to one side. “Say, would you want to try it tonight? It is take-out only, but I have a suite in the Marriot next door. It’s got a small kitchenette and a living room and everything, so it won’t be awkward with one of us having to sit on the bed. Totally platonic, I promise.” 
 
    He thought for a moment, then nodded. “I do love Asian food, and it would certainly beat walking up and down the pier aimlessly. I like food carts, but how many bratwursts can one person be expected to endure?” 
 
    She excitedly bounced in her seat. “Awesome! Well, I need to go to the little girl’s room before ‘class’ starts. I’ll see you around six this evening?” 
 
    Asher stood when she did and nodded, then he scrunched his eyebrows together for a moment. “Actually, would seven be okay with you? I need to mail a couple of things and pick up some items on my way out. I promise not to be late.” 
 
    The huge smile was back. She turned to leave and waved over her shoulder. “Great! That works better for me too. See you this evening, Marty.”  
 
    Sitting back down, he tapped his tablet to wake it. His search for “Delores Samples” on the Oliver network turned up a little information. She was from some town in western Wisconsin and had been with the Corporation a little less than a year. The photo was the one taken by security when she arrived, just like his. She was single and somewhat of a homebody with no social media accounts to speak of. She would have been a great choice for him to impersonate if he had been a female.  
 
    Suddenly, the hair on his arms and back stood up. That was it. He knew immediately that she was also a spy. A plant in the Corporation’s annual training class. Probably looking for the same thing he was. He decided to increase his efforts that afternoon, and if he needed to cancel his dinner with her, he was certain he could find a valid reason.  
 
    So far, he hadn’t found anything substantial in his search. The Oliver Corporation had quietly been looking for a buyer for some new nanite technology. Apparently, they had made a breakthrough that could change the scope of the field exponentially. They had been very hush-hush about the data, but it had been enough for director Styles to send him here to find out what the breakthrough was.  
 
    He sat with his back to a wall, typed a couple of commands, and let Jett’s apps go to work. With any luck, he would have something to send this evening before his meeting with Ms. Samples. Or whatever her real name was. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher sat in the coffeehouse a few blocks down from the complex, away from prying eyes. He considered any prying software but was confident Jett’s equipment was superior. He dug through the files his tablet had scrounged from Oliver’s system. The rich aroma of roasting coffee beans filled the air. 
 
    Suddenly he sat upright. His tablet had beeped with two emails marked URGENT and CONFIDENTIAL. He scanned through them, then reread them slowly. They were between Maxum, one of the Bosses at the small Corporation, and a user simply labeled “Pollen.”  
 
    Maxum had asked for an update on operation NEXTWAVE. The response had been what grabbed his attention. The operator called Pollen had indicated the data was available and accessible. All he needed was the go ahead to procure it, and he could send it within twenty-four hours. He went on to say that his cover would be blown, and he would need to exfiltrate immediately once the data was sent.  
 
    There was a short reply telling the spy to stand by as they were still negotiating with a couple of buyers. He expected the negotiations to wrap up within a couple of weeks. That was all. According to the date stamp, Maxum’s response had been sent that morning to Sao Palo, Brazil.  
 
    Asher had been to Rio de Janeiro a couple of times with the military. One of those trips had included a night mission to Sao Palo. He saw nothing of the city since he had been in the back of a cargo van handling the radio equipment for the team of operators. He had intended to take Laurel there one day, and might still, but the cities had grown so much, he didn’t know if he would recognize anything.  
 
    He started a couple of quick searches for operation NEXTWAVE, just when his tablet pinged the alarm he had set for his dinner meeting with Deedee. He debated canceling but decided against it. If she was what he thought she was, he might be able to get information from her. He shook his head mentally at the thought. There was no sense risking being discovered if he had the info he already needed. 
 
    He had set the alarm to give him enough time to get to the boat, shower and change, and get back to her hotel a few minutes early. He sent a quick note to Jett with all the data he had gotten in a zip file. He compressed the file, encrypted it with her app, then compressed it again, so it took a few minutes. Then, as he was leaving the harbor, it started to rain, so he called a cab.  
 
    Deedee was in the lobby when he got there at seven minutes after seven, and she smiled when he hurried in from the late summer rain. “I knew you wouldn’t stand me up,” she said. He folded the umbrella and tapped the metal end on the entryway floor to shake off the water. 
 
    Peterson smiled a shy smile and shook his head. “I wouldn’t want you to change your mind about killing me.” 
 
    She laughed, but Asher saw something in her eyes for just a moment, and knew he needed to be extra careful this evening. He thought for just a moment about aborting the meal, but he was in character and couldn’t see an easy out. He would have to be careful and end the evening early. 
 
    “So, should we take my cab to the Asian place?” Marty gestured to the cab waiting outside with a thumb and a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Deedee bounced like a twelve-year-old girl and grabbed his hand. “Let’s take the cab. We can order on one of our tablets, and it’ll be ready by the time we get there. Well, it’ll have to be yours, I left mine in my room. Is that okay?” 
 
    Marty smiled and opened his tablet to a web browser. He handed it to her, and she frowned. “Oh, you use this browser. You know it isn’t very secure, right? Oh, well. No judgement.” The way she said it made it clear there absolutely was some judgement. 
 
    Asher chuckled and made a go away motion with his hands. “Just order food, lady. I am hungry and don’t need your judgement. Besides, I have nothing to hide, so security on my web browser isn’t that important.”  
 
    Deedee laughed. She typed in the web address and scrolled through the menu. “Oh, we all have something to hide. Do you know what you want?” 
 
    He smiled, and she continued to scroll. “No, I trust you to order. I want something with meat and veggies and a couple of spring rolls. Oh, and some of those crab Rangoon things with the cream cheese and crab meat.” 
 
    She nodded, scrolled, and made a choice here and there. Finally, she handed the tablet back to him with a sheepish grin. “I think you’ll approve.” 
 
    They talked about the area and made small talk while the cab took them to the small restaurant and back to the hotel. When they exited the cab, Asher handed the cabby a note to cover the charge and a tip of about thirty percent. The cabby, a small Hispanic man, nodded his thanks. 
 
    Deedee waited in the lobby for Marty to pay for the ride. When he caught up, she led them toward the elevator. She slid her key card across the reader and touched the button for the ninth floor. The smell of the hot, Asian food filled the elevator, and his stomach growled when he realized how hungry he was.  
 
    She pointed at his midsection. “Someone is hungry.” 
 
    He shrugged and rubbed his belly, and they both laughed. 
 
    She opened the door to her suite and stopped him at the threshold. “Please don’t judge me from the opulence. I don’t travel much, so I thought I would splurge for this trip.” 
 
    He laughed, and she led him into the suite. It was easily three times the square footage of his boat. She placed the food on the table of the swanky, little dining area and went to the refrigerator in the full kitchen. She pulled out a couple of bottles of carbonated water and offered him one. He accepted and set it on the table by their food. She placed hers on the table and returned to the kitchen for plates and utensils. 
 
    Her back was toward him, so he took advantage of the situation and quickly switched the bottles. He was careful to place her bottle in the moisture ring on the table. She came back into the dining area as he was twisting the top off his bottle.  
 
    She sat and opened hers with a quick twist. “To new friends,” she said. She raised her bottle to clink it with his. They both drank deeply, then placed the bottles back on the table. She leaned back in the comfortable hotel chair and looked at him strangely. 
 
    “What we do for a living is unusual. These days are strange all around. Have you noticed the way the corporations are taking over? I mean really taking over?” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side and studied her for a moment. Where was this conversation going? It was almost as if, with that single question, she had just changed the aura of the whole evening.  
 
    “I have noticed. I guess I’m just thankful to have a good position with one of them,” Marty answered. 
 
    Deedee laughed again and shook her head, as if to clear cobwebs. “Do you realize how much they control around us? Practically everything.” 
 
    He nodded and felt a fuzziness in his head. He gripped the chair and pushed himself back into it. How had she known he would swap the bottles? 
 
    She was slouching in her chair and looking at him through half-closed eyes. When she spoke, her speech was slurred. “What you’re feeling is a shpecial blend of shomething that my co-workers put together. It will knock you out for a couple of hours, which will be enough. I am shorry it came to this, but I guesshh it wush gonna anyway.” 
 
    He tried to stand but couldn’t control his arms or legs. He slouched on his side with his head on the arm of the overstuffed chair. 
 
    She stretched back in her chair and fought to get her feet up on the table. “I mean, with you it wush. I knew I had to take you down long enough for Oshkar to get here. Oshkar’s not good people. I had to watch him once; I don’t do that anymore.” 
 
    She moved her feet and her hands like she was trying to restore her circulation. Asher remained slouched in his chair with his head to the side. Panic was beginning to set in, so he focused. It wasn’t easy getting through the fog in his head, but he kept trying. This was a drug, she had said that, right? 
 
    Wait, she had known! She had known he was Teledyne. How? Where had he screwed up? 
 
    “I know you’re like me. You’re a shpy.” She giggled. “Sorry about that, I guesshh professshionals shouldn’t giggle.”  
 
    She was still working her feet and hands. “I didn’t know if you knew I was, so I had to be shafe. Both bottles were grugged… drugged. I just have an edge.” She giggled again. 
 
    “I have these tiiiiny machines in my blood, see. They’re keeping me from feeling the worst of it. They also help my body overcome the effects. I just have to keep my mind working so the body can do its thing. I found math helps. So far, I’m at fourteens on the multiplicasssshun tables.” She raised her hand and tapped the side of her head with noodle-like fingers. 
 
    “You didn’t really screw up, you know. In case you’re wondering, I suspected you when I first saw you because you didn’t immediately take Miss Security Slut up on her sexual advances. Any normal person would have arranged a date with her before they left the window. I did.” She giggled again, but it sounded a little more controlled.  
 
    “I had them start a deep dive on you back at the office. We found an old newspaper article about Martin Peterson carrying a LGBTQ+ flag in the Lincoln Rainbow Day parade a few years ago. I thought that explained your lack of interest, then I saw the picture of the parade and got a better look at you. Except it wasn’t. It took a lot of digging by the lab geeks, but they found enough links between that Martin Peterson and this one to know they should be the same.”  
 
    She was sitting up in the chair now, still looking at his face. He worked through some complicated mathematical formulas and kept his eyes half closed. The closed eyes part wasn’t hard.  
 
    “What I don’t know, yet, is who you are and what Corporation you work for, Marty. My guess is Obsidian, but you could be Teledyne. DU had someone on the way, but they disappeared. That was Oscar’s doing by the way; he’s good at disappearing people. Of course, Delik Unified probably won’t notice. They’re pretty tied up planning a huge attack on Obsidian. Oh, sorry you won’t be able to tell your people that. You know, Oscar and all.” 
 
    She braced on the chair’s arm and pushed herself up. It took her a couple of tries, but she was wobbling over him in a few moments. He hadn’t moved a muscle and wondered if he could. She had mentioned having nanites, and he assumed the dose she’d received was similar to the health and wellness package he had been given. It made sense. The nanites would help fight off the drug. She didn’t know he had them, so she was assuming he would be comatose for another couple of hours. He couldn’t help wondering what she would do to him. 
 
    “I am sorry about Oscar. If you’re still in there listening, I advise you to tell him everything you’ve found out, quickly. He will still end you, and that’s what I’m sorry about, but if you play stubborn, he will torture you until you tell him. Then, he’ll kill you. 
 
    “I have to go soon and get to my date with Shawna. You see, I still must find out what they have that they’re trying to sell. So, if you tell Oscar quickly, I can complete my mission more quickly as well.”  
 
    She walked over carefully and stood close enough to him that he could smell her perfume. He concentrated on staying as still and as relaxed as possible. She gripped his chin between her thumb and bent forefinger and turned his head to face her. He let his eyes flutter between closed and half open a couple times. 
 
    “Yeah, you can still hear me. You’ll be totally out shortly, though, so I’ll make this quick. I kinda like you. You were good, you know? I never saw you break character once, except for that small slip up with Shawna Slut. And that may not have been a slip, now that I think about it. You may have known his sexual orientation.” She shrugged and let his chin fall back onto the arm of the chair. 
 
    “Anyway, I’ve said a lot, but it helps me get the fog out. I’m pretty sure you’re Obsidian. Teledyne isn’t doing anything right now except growing. They may be surprised soon when some of their high-level people disappear. I happen to know Oscar is going to be focusing on them for the next little while. 
 
    “Probably not too long. We don’t want to poke a sleeping giant. That’s one reason you must die. Obsidian doesn’t need to find out we bested one of their Agents, then do something mean and nasty to take revenge. No, that wouldn’t be good. So, I’m going to take your tablet and see what we can scrape from it, and Oscar is going to see what you know.” He felt her tap his head; her fingers were much firmer now. 
 
    That was a good sign, he thought. His mind was clearing quickly, and he figured, since he felt the poke, his ability to feel must be returning. Deedee had worked the drug out of her system, while he had had to lie there and let the nanites do the work. He felt her standing above him, so he knew his situational awareness was also returning, but he dared not try anything yet since he didn’t know how much control over his movements he had. 
 
    “Goodbye, Martin Peterson. I would wish you good luck, but you know, opposite sides and all. Oh, and Oscar.” 
 
    He saw her move over to her chair and pick up her small handbag and tablet. She took his tablet and walked into the kitchen, then he heard the water faucet running. Without another word, she left the hotel room. 
 
    The wait was slow and agonizing, but he counted to one hundred to make sure she was truly gone, then moved his fingers, hands, and arms. In a minute, he was sitting in the chair, and in another, he was standing by the kitchen counter. He looked around the room and took stock of what was available to use in the new plan he was working on. His teacher and mentor always said, “Asher, if you don’t have a plan, you don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of success. Your ability to adapt to any situation is key, but you have to have a plan to work toward.”  
 
    He knew the man was right, and he had to have a plan. He thought back on the lengthy speech Deedee delivered when he was comatose and stuck on a few items. Oscar was a torturer and a killer, probably also a clean-up man. Oscar was coming here to torture him, kill him, and clean up whatever mess was left. That the mess he was thinking about would be his remains didn’t go without notice. But the main thing that stuck in his mind was that Oscar was supposed to go on an assassination mission against Teledyne.  
 
    So, he had to stay here and deal with Oscar. He could capture the man and take him to HQ, but he knew better. He had to kill the killer. There was no other choice. Asher stilled himself for the questions to come, but none did. He dug deep but found no doubt and no hesitation. He knew what he had to do; now, he needed to figure out how.  
 
    Again, he looked around the hotel suite, and it looked smaller than when he had first studied it. It was the same size, but now, he had different needs, so his perception changed. He looked in the kitchen drawers for a knife to use as a weapon. There were a few, but they were more suited to spreading butter or cutting a steak than stabbing, throwing, or slicing a person. Just as he closed the drawer he was searching, he heard the door’s lock click. Asher ducked down behind the counter height bar.  
 
    The door opened, and there was a moment of silence before the door closed. He heard rustling and then a quiet, distinctly British voice spoke. “He isn’t here. No, I can clearly see he was, but he isn’t now. No, but he didn’t attack me when I walked in. Did you use the tri-blend? Yes, he might have had enough strength to pull himself into the bedroom or the bathroom. Yes, I’ll check and call you back.” 
 
    He didn’t know who was on the other end of the line, but he assumed it was Deedee. The man moved silently and quickly across the living area to the bedroom and bathroom. After checking both thoroughly, the man he assumed was Oscar padded back into the room. Asher heard the shuffle again, then the British voice. “He isn’t here. Yes, I did. Yes, I did. Yes. I. Did. Apology accepted, and yes, it is unfortunate. I will clean up here and meet you at The Westwood.” 
 
    Asher peaked around the bar and saw the man with the quiet, British voice. He stood by the chair Deedee had been sitting in earlier and held a leather bag that most likely contained the tools he had planned to use on Asher. He placed the bag on the table, sat in the chair, and repositioned the food in front of himself. Asher watched in surprise as the torturer/killer/cleaner began to eat the lukewarm Asian food. He avoided the two bottles of drugged water, but in a few minutes, he had devoured the main courses and spring rolls. He sat back in the chair to let his food settle and removed a small, automatic handgun from his bag and placed it on the table by the empty cardboard containers. 
 
    “Alright, my boy. You may come out if you’re able to, I’ve completed my dinner.” He chuckled. “You see, I heard your stomach growl when I was about three bites in. It occurred to me that I hadn’t looked behind the bar in the kitchen. Quite sloppy of me. My mind was on my next mission, I suppose, but it’s no excuse. Come now, don’t make me come after you.” 
 
    Asher didn’t move. Not at first. He had been on his knees, hiding and watching Oscar for several minutes. There was no fast way to move into any effective fighting position. Sloppy on his part. He purposefully groaned and moved into a squat with his feet under him. He allowed one shoe to slide on the tile as he changed positions. 
 
    “Ah, so you did get a light dose. I warned the girl to shake it before she handed it to you, but she is still young. She will learn, or she will die. It is the nature of this business, eh?” He stood, retrieved the handgun, and turned toward the kitchen. Asher followed his movements via the light sound of his steps. The killer had to move around a large potted plant at the end of the bar to come after him, and Asher let him. The man’s eyes were focused on the floor when he looked around the corner. Asher leapt over the bar, pivoted on his right arm, and kicked out with his left foot in a lightning-fast roundhouse. 
 
    The man caught his movement in his peripheral vision and was quick to react. He brought the hand holding the gun up just in time to deflect some of the power of the kick. The gun went flying from the force of the blow. Oscar spun on his right foot and sliced across Asher’s chest with a thin blade that seemed to appear out of nowhere. Asher stepped back quickly, just enough to save his skin from the knife, and felt cool air where the razor-sharp blade sliced through his shirt. 
 
    Asher dropped again and kicked low to trip the assassin before he could recover from the long swing with his blade. Oscar tried to jump and dodge the kick, but his right foot dragged behind, and he received a glancing blow from the attack. He stumbled backward and dropped the knife.  
 
    Asher was regaining his feet, when he saw the other man stumble backward and heard the knife clang to the tile floor. He saw his chance to obtain a weapon, dove into a somersault, and came up with the blade held low, point up. He turned toward Oscar and saw that he had fallen to his knees near the lost handgun. Asher quickly reversed the stiletto and threw it with all his strength at the other man’s chest. Oscar crumpled forward, his weight pushing the hilt deeper into his chest, and the automatic dropped from his lifeless hand to the tile floor. 
 
    Asher looked at the man he had just killed. He was breathing hard, but he wasn’t sure if it was from the exertion or because he had just taken a man’s life. After a moment, his breathing returned to normal. He searched his feelings and discovered he wasn’t overly upset about killing the man who was doing his level best to kill him. The man had come here solely to deal with him—kill him and clean up the mess. No, he didn’t have any remorse. 
 
    After a moment, Asher took the bottle he had drunk from, dumped the remnants in the sink, and ran hot water down the drain for a few seconds. He then wiped the bottle and stuck it in his pocket. He picked up the other bottle and wiped down the spot he had touched when exchanging drinks with Deedee, then left it on the table with the drugged water inside and Deedee’s DNA on it. He walked around the suite and wiped down anything he remembered touching and a few things he thought he might have touched during the short fight, including the knife hilt. He thought for a moment, then removed the knife from the assassin’s chest and wiped the blade. After a short pause, he carefully pushed the blade back into the man’s wound and re-cleaned the handle. 
 
    After removing any evidence that he had been there, except for Oscar’s remains, Asher left the suite and took the stairs to the basement parking area. He walked out through the automobile entrance, strolled north for a couple of blocks in the light rain, then turned west toward the marina. 
 
    He didn’t know what the authorities would make of the assassin’s body and his bag of tools. He hoped it would cause a little heat for JalCom since two of their Corporate spies were mixed up in what had happened. 
 
    Asher returned to the rented cabin cruiser, climbed below, took his real tablet from the safe, and saw there were a couple of missed messages from Jett requesting that he call her at his earliest convenience. He climbed back up and looked around the marina and boat to ensure no one was following him. Once he was satisfied, he climbed back below and tapped in the appropriate commands to make a secure call. While it was connecting, he took the tactical pen from the safe and activated the privacy screen. 
 
    Wix’s face appeared on the display. “Hey, Ass. Good work with those files. We got all we need from that fraudulent Corporation. They don’t have anything! They’re going to steal data and sell it to the highest bidder. They are attempting to time the theft so the Corporation in Brazil won’t figure out the information is compromised until it’s in the hands of the buyer. Not a bad plan if their man on the ground in Sao Palo is good enough. Anyway, you’re free to exfiltrate immediately.” 
 
    “Great, Jett. It’s nice to see you, too.” Asher raised his eyebrow at his friend’s inappropriate response. Jett withdrew her middle finger back into her fist and cut the line. 
 
    That was that. His first kill had not been directly related to the information he was looking for. He imagined it would be similar in the future, and he wasn’t naïve enough to believe this had been the only time he would be in danger. It was up to him to ensure he was the one left standing, so it was time to go home and return to training in Krav Maga, and an art he had just started with, Kenpo.  
 
    He paused and shook his head. It wasn’t good to think of work as home, but he had done just that, and it wasn’t the first time. He decided to request a couple of weeks off right after debriefing. His work schedule had been grueling, and he had been spending more time away from his real home over the last year or so. It was time to cut back a little and let some of the other operatives pick up some of the important missions. 
 
    He deactivated the security screen and pocketed the pen. It wouldn’t take long to get back to the rental marina, then catch a redeye rail back tonight. He could sleep on the train and be back in the office within twenty-four hours.  
 
    Asher climbed back up to the deck and looked around one more time. He poured a half glass of bourbon and dropped in a couple of ice cubes. He enjoyed the scenery at this little out of the way marina, but the river didn’t smell the best here. 
 
    He wondered about the data Oliver was trying to sell and their spy’s communication about it being available. It was information Jett hadn’t mentioned, and with her, leaving information out was always purposeful. That meant it was important.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baja Training Facility 
 
    July 2038 
 
      
 
    Asher stepped out of the elevator on the director’s private floor and paused. He knew he was being overly cautious, but with recent developments and having just returned from a mission, he excused himself.  
 
    The young male assistant looked up when he approached. “The director is expecting you, sir. Let me announce you.” 
 
    The assistant touched a button on his virtual console, then looked back up. “You may enter, Mr. Mallone.” 
 
    “Thank you, Edmond,” Asher said. He opened the wide mahogany door, stepped into Director Styles’ opulent suite, and glanced around quickly. Not much had changed apart from the addition of a new animal skin. A massive polar bear skin stretched across a wall of dark wood slats that had been smoothed and lacquered to a shiny, dark finish. The horse statue on the director’s window table stood majestically in the bright sunshine, its hooves draped in a sheening silk cloth.  
 
    “Asher, so good to see you back and safe. I was briefed on your mission during your trip home. Are you alright to continue working, or will you need to speak with a counselor? It is nothing to be shy about. Taking a human life for the first time can be traumatic. I would rather you get the issue resolved than have you suffer from some unforeseen breakdown in the field or when we need you most.” 
 
    “I am surprisingly fine, ma’am. I had very little choice—he was doing his utmost to kill me. Afterward, he planned to assassinate some of Teledyne’s people.” As he spoke, Asher knew it was the truth. He had no remorse for taking the assassin’s life. The only things he was worried about were the data he had missed out on and telling Laurel what had happened.  
 
    Styles was watching him closely and nodded once when he finished. “Very good, then. We have determined the Corporation they had breached in Sao Paulo did not actually have the data Oliver Engineering Cooperative was trying to sell. It would appear OEC is in a very bad position. On top of being caught in a con of sorts, their spy in South America was played and burned.” 
 
    It made sense to Asher. If there was no secret intel to steal and sell, there would be severe penalties for OEC. He expected it might be the end for a manager or two if the small Corporation was able to dig itself out of the hole it had dug itself into.  
 
    “What do you know about the man who attacked you and his accomplice?” 
 
    He thought back on Deedee’s one-sided conversation. “She talked a good deal but didn’t say much that was usable. I assume she’s from JalCom. She spoke about Teledyne, Obsidian, and Delik Unified as other entities. She thought I was Obsidian because, in her words, ‘Teledyne isn’t doing anything but growing.’ 
 
    “Her partner, Oscar, the man I killed, was coming west to attack some of our people. It sounded like she thought he was good enough to assassinate several, but they had only planned for him to be here a short time. They wanted him to take out a few but escape before what he was doing was noticed.” 
 
    Asher stopped for a moment and stared out the floor-to-ceiling glass wall at the Pacific Ocean. “I knew where he was and hoped I could stop him. That was the main reason I decided to wait for him. Thinking back, it may have been foolish. If I hadn’t been successful, no one here would have been warned about his plans.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” the director said. She looked directly into his eyes. “We would have known something went wrong when you didn’t report back and never showed up. We would have taken precautions, but there is no way of knowing if they would have been enough. I am grateful you did exactly what you did. That is the kind of thoughtful actions I want from this department and its operators.” 
 
    He gazed back into her nearly white eyes for a moment, then nodded. “Thank you, ma’am. That will certainly guide my actions going forward.” 
 
    She nodded and spun her chair partially around to look out at the waves. “I need you and your people to find out all you can about Obsidian’s intel group. Look into Delik Unified and JalCom as well but focus on Obsidian. Obsidian is growing at least as fast as we are, if not faster. No director will admit that, so don’t say it outside this room, but facts are facts. 
 
    “It’s obvious other large Corporations are growing their spy networks, but we need to be the best. I don’t know where life is taking us, but the Corporations will probably be opponents for a long time to come.” 
 
    “I agree completely. We have established the core for an outstanding organization. Now, we need to grow into one. We will get to work on that immediately. We’ll also increase our efforts to find out everything we can about our opponents, with focus on Obsidian.” 
 
    “Good. I assume you would like to spend some time at home with your family. If you will brief Ms. Wix and do what you can to set those plans into motion, you should be free for a couple of weeks to do just that. You can work from home for those two weeks but then I need you back here. I have a feeling Delik Unified and Obsidian are about to get physical.” 
 
    She had spun her chair back to face him as she spoke. Asher sensed the meeting was at its end and rose from his seat. “I will get on it this afternoon. I also want to see about finding a few more people to work under Wix. She is a great manager, but as with many new leaders, she is still learning to delegate.” 
 
    “Very well. Let me know if I can assist you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Spill it, Jett. What was the data I was looking for? I know you’ve found something, give it.” 
 
    “Ass, I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about.” Wix never talked with a straight face unless she was hiding something. Her face looked like it was carved from stone. 
 
    “Ha! How did you get to be one of the bosses of this Corporation’s espionage branch when you’re such a lousy liar?” Asher laughed at the hurt look—scrunched eyebrows and an exaggerated frown—on her face. Her eyes were laughing though, so he knew he was correct, and she was about to tell him what she knew. 
 
    “Well, as it happens, I discovered some offers to sell something through the darknet. Mind you, it had nothing to do with anything that may or may not have happened on your mission. Coincidentally, the very Corporation you were investigating was attempting to sell some sort of nanite advancement technology to the highest bidder. Something much more sci-fi than the medical and health nanites facilities now have at their disposal. This treatment seems to be more in line with an augmentation. Some sort of Ten Million Dollar Man stuff.” 
 
    The benefits of such a program ran through his mind. If the wrong people were in control of it though… 
 
    “What else did you find?” He was all business now, and Jett noticed the change. 
 
    “That’s it. Everything was removed from the net, and no one is talking about it anymore. Just like it was a dream. Well, except for the small fact that OEC burned to the ground yesterday.” 
 
    He stared at the young woman in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes. To the ground. The entire complex. At least it was on the weekend, I guess, but still. Like I said, no one is talking about it on the net.” 
 
    “You can bet they’re talking about it in their offices and boardrooms though.” Asher steepled his fingers and thought. 
 
    Wix didn’t interrupt for a few moments, then continued, “I do know OEC’s spy went dark. I don’t know for certain he or she was burned, but there were no more communications with home office, despite many attempts on their part to establish comms with him or her.” 
 
    “In all likelihood, they were burned and are dead or worse.” He didn’t like the thought, but it was the life they lived. “I’m going to send Ramos to Sao Paulo to float around and see if he can find out anything. Will you have someone set him up with equipment and communication protocols?” 
 
    “Sure. Send him tomorrow morning, first thing, and I’ll get him set up.” She made a note on her calendar.  
 
    “We dug up something else,” she said. She turned her tablet for him to see. It showed an older identification photo of the man he had killed. “His name was Oscar Tandy. He worked for JalCom as a fixer of sorts.” She lowered her voice and looked a little troubled. “He was an assassin among other things.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s him alright. Anything on ‘Deedee’ yet?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I think we’ll have something soon. Their firewalls are nowhere near as tough as ours, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “Good. Let me know as soon as you do, please.” 
 
    “Of course, your highness.”  
 
    He laughed at the old joke. He knew he tended to sound demanding when he was focused, but Jett had always taken it in stride and even called him out occasionally. 
 
    “Will you do something else for me in your free time, Jett? Will you see if there is a way to hide everyone’s personal data? Everyone at this facility, anyway. I don’t want anyone to find us or our people if they do find a way through your firewalls.” 
 
    She snorted. “Fat chance.” 
 
    “Of course, but for the sake of our families, I want to be certain.” 
 
    “You bet. I have already been tossing a few ideas around up here.” She tapped her forehead. “I might be able to erase everyone’s data from the systems and give them fictitious names or numbers for accountability and payroll.” 
 
    “Excellent! Let’s look at that in the next few weeks. I want to be ahead of the curve. If we can increase protection through an additional set of firewalls, that would also be good.” He mentally went through his notes from meeting with Director Styles. “We also need to step up our information gathering on Obsidian. The director wants to know what they’re doing before they do it. She is concerned about physical fighting between them and Delik Unified and wants a close eye on that front.” 
 
    “Will do. I have Josh Minton working primarily on the Obsidian front, but I will take everything else off his plate, so he can focus. In fact, I’ll put a person, with some support staff, on each of the big three. We’ll have to work some long hours until we get a few more bodies trained, but that’s why they pay us the big bucks.” 
 
    “Great. Thank you. I will be sending assets down range to get eyes on the ground at each of the big three’s headquarters. We’ll set up permanent safe houses and local operations centers in all three areas. We can also expect more ‘bodies,’ as you put it, soon. I’ve asked the director to double our staff with plans to triple the number of field agents. I am going to have operators trained based on their specialties. There are any number of people who have experience and are equipped to work for us. If we focus on their existing skills, the initial training time required for each specialist should be shorter.” 
 
    “Well, that’s some good news. Lord knows we can use it. The more intel we find, the more we find out there’s more to find.” 
 
    “I’m going home for a couple of weeks, but please call if you need anything. It is a working-from-home vacation.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes and gave him two thumbs up. “If I need something, I will. Otherwise, I’ll leave you and Laurel and the little Mallones alone.” 
 
    Asher laughed. “The twins aren’t that little anymore. The boys are growing like weeds, too. Every time I go home, they’re a couple inches taller.” 
 
    “How’s that retirement plan going?” She’d known his plans since he was first hired on at Teledyne Industries several years ago. 
 
    “I’m getting close. I believe I’ll be able to retire when I get this division where it needs to be. I really think we’re nearly there.” 
 
    “You know you can leave anytime. We can handle it.” It was the same conversation they always had when the topic came up.  
 
    “I know you can. But if I’m being honest, I need to see it complete. Thank you, though, for pushing me. I really do believe retirement is just around the corner.” He was grateful for the friend he had in Jett. They had become closer in the past couple of years, especially after being assigned to this division. She was competent and seemed to have left most of her conspiracy theories behind. Most, he thought, and he chuckled inwardly.  
 
    He was troubled that Director Styles had mentioned that OEC’s spy had been captured, but Jett hadn’t known about it. He wondered where the director got her intelligence from besides her employees. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mallone House 
 
    October 2038 
 
      
 
    “So, what would you think about a larger house on a small piece of property? I’m thinking five to ten acres.” Laurel was snuggled tight against Asher with her head on his shoulder. The smell of her hair and the feel of her skin on his filled his senses and threatened to overcome his control. 
 
    She noticed and looked up with a sheepish grin. “Again? My, aren’t we the randy one this morning?” 
 
    He smiled and pinched the skin closest to his fingers. “Hey!” She winced and wiggled against him. It didn’t really help the situation. 
 
    “We can talk about that idea later, I think.” Laurel read him like a book and always knew when and how to skip to the good parts. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “A house on a couple of acres is the dream now, huh? Out in the country with pigs and cows, I guess?” Laurel had a teasing look in her eyes.  
 
    Asher gazed innocently at his wife. The late evening coolness and dampness in the air promised another rain shower soon. The wet pavement and trees outside smelled like fall. He knew he was blessed to be home again so quickly after his last visit, but maybe it pointed toward more working from home and that was his goal.  
 
    The discussion about his mission to the Twin Cities had been tense, but she knew it was his job. That she had been in a shootout with a couple of thieves coming out of a jewelry store, where they had left three employees and three customers dead, helped his side of the argument a little, but it didn’t make him feel any better about either of their situations.  
 
    “Doesn’t it sound good though? Some land with a house in the back. Room for the kids if they decide to stay, or if not, when they come to visit. Room for all of us, now, with Rosie staying on as a full-time nannie. We might even be able to build her her own room. Maybe a separate apartment or guest house? We could always rent it when we no longer need her for the kids.” 
 
    “It does sound good, hon, but we have plenty of room to do that with the house we already have. The basement is just waiting for someone to finish it. I really don’t want to wait another five to ten years for you to retire. For both of us to retire, really.” 
 
    He knew her argument was legitimate. Expected. He couldn’t counter it no matter how hard he tried.  
 
    “Do you remember your doubts about the Corporation? The Washburns, Sydney Camber? Have those doubts faded?” she asked. 
 
    He looked out at the evening sky for a moment before answering. “Not really. They just aren’t as immediate anymore. It feels like all those things happened a lifetime ago. I guess Director Styles is more professional, less like a bully.” 
 
    “More style?” Laurel asked with a twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “Ha, I see what you did there,” he responded. 
 
    She turned serious again. “Look, I know it’s no joking matter. Do you still feel like it was something nefarious? Do you think the directors, or someone on their behalf, had those people murdered? You were pretty convinced of it then.” 
 
    “I don’t think about it much, but I still believe it happened. I just don’t know about the directors. Director Shamus, as well as the director I told you about who was with him in the restaurant that evening, always made me uneasy.” 
 
    “The one who you thought was the manager who hired you?” 
 
    “Yes, with some pretty serious augmentation done to his face and body. Michael Clemson or Director Mikhail. Director Wayneright wasn’t so bad, but he went way off the grid when he had his daughter made into a mermaid. Gene splicing and all that goes into it. Who does that, especially to a child?” 
 
    Laurel was quiet and thoughtful as he continued. 
 
    “Director Styles, though, seems to have her shit together. She puts the Corporation first. She’s not overly opulent—maybe a little too much love for animal skins—but nothing too weird. I don’t know if she had anything to do with Camber’s death, but I haven’t seen anything in her bearing or actions that make me feel like she did. I’ve met with her more than any other director I’ve worked with.” 
 
    He had shared the health nanites story with Laurel during his first trip home after the procedure. Nothing Director Styles had said or done since had made him feel like she was the same type of person as Shamus. He was beginning to wonder if it was just that director, not the entire Corporation, that was corrupt. It had been proven throughout history—power corrupted the weak of character. Perhaps Shamus was simply one of the weak who happened into a powerful position. 
 
    Asher thoroughly enjoyed his current position, even if it was physically dangerous. He felt like he was doing something important. The training was a definite plus. He, along with some of the top people in the field, were creating an organization within Teledyne that was worth the effort.  
 
    A soft tone sounded from his tablet and was immediately followed by a more intense series of beeps and a red flash on the screen. The series was one used for urgent messages. He looked at Laurel with a sad smile. “Not a good sign.” 
 
    He opened the message, and she gave him some distance to read whatever it contained.  
 
    Asher read through it quickly, then again more slowly. Closing the tablet and sitting with his hands on his legs for a couple moments, he gathered his thoughts. He returned his focus to his wife.  
 
    “Well, the fighting between Obsidian and Delik Unified has kicked off in earnest. Delik is moving men and equipment into Charlotte. It looks like Obsidian forces may be heading toward New York and Boston. I’m being recalled to monitor the situation and redeploy our assets to where they’ll be best located to keep us informed.” 
 
    Asher stood, walked over to his wife, wrapped her in a hug, and squeezed tight. She melted into his embrace and put her arms around his waist. They stood there for a few minutes, not saying anything or breaking contact.  
 
    Finally, Laurel stepped back and looked up into his eyes. “You be careful.”  
 
    It wasn’t a question. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    He started packing the few things he needed. As he was placing items in his carry-on case, he paused for a moment and looked at Laurel. “Will you do something for me? Will you design a safe room for you and the kids? Something we can build in the basement? I’m not terribly concerned. Delik Unified and Obsidian are up and down the East Coast, and we aren’t near there. I just want to be careful, you know? If those two start slugging it out, what’s going to happen next?” 
 
     Laurel looked at the floor for a minute, then back up at him. “I’ll see what I can come up with. I know what you mean; it’s getting a bit too close for comfort. Do you think we’re in any kind of danger here? You are more tuned into this sort of thing than I am.” 
 
    “I really don’t think so, but I’d rather be safe. I believe any violence will take place on the East Coast and much further north than Texas. It’s hard to believe any organization would have their forces fight in public areas, but all of this is unprecedented. Corporations fighting like government militaries? I just don’t know, babe. Let’s be careful and be prepared if something goes awry.” 
 
    Laurel squeezed his hand with both of hers. “I’ll pull some ideas together, and we can discuss them when you get back. I would feel better if you were here with us, but I understand why you can’t be right now.” 
 
    “I know, Hon. I would too. I hope to remedy that soon. Let’s get through this thing with DU and Obsidian. At least where I am now, I’ll know what’s going on. I’ll warn you if violence starts moving this way, but I wouldn’t worry about it right now.” 
 
    He squeezed her hands and returned to packing. Tension had been bubbling under the surface for a while, but he’d hoped it wouldn’t escalate to physical fighting between the two Corporations. Both were huge. They had extensive militaries they called security forces, but he had seen the reports. They were ground forces as sure as Donald was a duck. And he was all too aware of the missile systems he had helped design for Teledyne and the similar systems other corporations had deployed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baja Satellite Facility 
 
    Teledyne Intel Command Post 
 
    December 2040  
 
      
 
    Three stations lined the exterior walls of the command post, each with multiple displays. Three operators manned the stations twenty-four, seven. The seven-foot LED screen in the connecting room displayed a map of areas affected the most by the violence. Additional large screens to each side of the main display scrolled between graphs of numbers and dates, images of fighting, and numbers of troops fielded by each Corporation involved.  
 
    A table with a half-dozen seats took up the center of the room. Only four seats were occupied—Director Styles, Asher, Jett, and the newest member of the central control team, Maxwell Lewis. Max had joined the team a little over a year earlier when it became apparent the amount of intelligence they were collecting was going to overwhelm the small group if some changes weren’t made.  
 
    Max’s section took the data collected by Wix’s and Asher’s people, interpreted and managed it, then sent out daily reports to the people Director Styles designated as “need to know.” It was a task Jett and her crew had been assigned before they were split into data gathering and data reporting.  
 
    Jett managed the intel gathering group, with one section using net monitoring and electronic means to collect information from wherever they could find it. She and Asher shared the managing duties of a separate group that handled support for Asher’s field operatives. 
 
    Asher divided his time between overseeing the training for the operators he had dubbed “Specialists” and working with their handlers to manage the Specialists and their missions.  
 
    The four met every Monday and Thursday morning, at the beginning of the workday, for an intel brief and a news update from the director. Fighting was sporadic in the US, but it had been harsh in some of the overseas areas. He remained hopeful about the scope of damage the fighting would have on cities and their innocent inhabitants, but maintaining optimism was becoming increasingly difficult. 
 
    Director Styles, seated at the head of the table, sipped from a mug and tapped a few keys on the virtual keyboard. “We do not have anything new about the fighting between Delik Unified and Obsidian, but there are several new areas of violence as some of the smaller Corporations have followed the lead of these two. There is nothing we need do, except monitor the situation. I want you to shift some of your focus onto these smaller entities and ensure their squabbles do not affect Teledyne’s interests. Also, I want to know if their actions leave any openings for Corporate takeover through financial means. 
 
    “On another note, we will be making some changes soon that will affect all of you.” She looked around the table and made eye contact with each of them. When she met Asher’s eyes, she nodded and continued, “Over the next couple of months, we will be moving some of our operations to new locations.”  
 
    He noticed that got everyone’s attention. As it should, since it also piqued his interest. 
 
    “Maxwell, you will be moving your operations to our San Francisco location. Jett, I want you to find a suitable associate to take over the work you do in assisting Asher. You will be moving your intel gathering operation to Tahoe. Asher, you will remain here for now and grow the training facility, but we will be establishing other offices for your Specialists to work out of as we increase the number of operators we can field.” 
 
    He glanced around the small group and saw Max taking notes on a small notepad. Wix was nodding and tapping on her tablet. The director was still eying him. “Later this morning, I will have Edmond send you all meeting invitations for the next couple of days. I want you to be ready to discuss some ideas for your prospective moves. I have my own, of course, but I want to hear from you also. Asher, I have you scheduled for this afternoon at three. We will discuss how you will be immediately affected, and we will meet again in the coming week to discuss it more in depth, but I have a few more immediate tasks for you.” 
 
    Asher nodded and added the meeting to his calendar. He momentarily wondered how this would affect his at-home time, but he pushed that thought aside to focus on the here and now.  
 
    Max was very good at his job, but he was strictly a numbers person, like an accountant who lived for the math. The reports he provided were concise and accurate, but they reported data. The number of people killed was simply a number and reported as such. Asher was a little relieved he was moving somewhere else. He tended to be argumentative and continually tried to manage more than his own responsibilities. He wasn’t a bad person, just single minded, and he refused to stay in his lane. 
 
    Asher did feel some loss at his friend Jett’s move, but it also made sense. The data gathering could probably be better protected in the Tahoe facility and, strategically speaking, it was good not to have everything co-located. If this facility were to be taken out, they would lose their entire intel branch. It only made sense to diversify, especially as they grew.  
 
    “I will cut this meeting short, and we’ll speak later. Of course, if something occurs that I need to know about, get in touch with me through Edmond.” 
 
    The director stood, which signaled the meeting was indeed over. Asher sensed unease around the table, including some from Director Styles. He stood as she left and waited for the others to come around the end of the table. He fell in beside Jett and touched her arm firmly with a single finger.  
 
    Jett and Maxwell moved toward the elevator, and Asher stopped at the coffee station in the small lobby. Maxwell entered the elevator, but Jett kept walking toward the stairwell. He wondered momentarily if she hadn’t felt the signal, but after the elevator door closed, Wix turned around and joined him at the small counter. 
 
    He chuckled at his friend. “Smooooth.” 
 
    She jabbed him in the rib with an elbow and pushed by him to the counter to search through the pods for the Chai Tea she now drank in place of coffee. “I wasn’t sure if you really needed to talk with no one knowing, or if your spy life was causing you to act that way.” 
 
    “So, default to the most secretive. Like I said, smooth.”  
 
    “Of course. Now that I’m here, what do you need, oh, Spymaster Mallone?” Jett had humor in her eyes, but there was concern behind it.  
 
    He offered her a reassuring smile and sipped his coffee. “You can call me sire. Do you know who you’re going to task with Specialist Support? I assume they will remain here when you move?” 
 
    She looked at him for a moment and shrugged. “I really don’t know. There is an obvious choice, but she’s very good at everything, and I hate to keyhole her.” 
 
    “Sammy?” 
 
    Jett nodded, retrieved the foamy cup from the machine, and blew steam from it. “Yup. I’ll give it some thought and see who I can come up with. Did you know this was coming?” 
 
    “Not a hint. I haven’t met with the director one-on-one for a couple of weeks, and her communications have been short and direct. I assumed she was busy with director stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah, director stuff. I often find myself wondering just what that is.” Wix sipped from her cup and continued, “What about you? How will this affect you and your plans?” 
 
    Asher smiled and sipped his drink. “Other than not having you nearby, I don’t think it will. Our numbers should begin to ramp up now. I believe we will be fielding a lot of new Specialists soon, and we have established several safe houses around the world in locations where we will have some potentially long assignments for some of them. I will miss your counsel.” 
 
    “Hmph. My counsel, my wit, and my incredibly bubbly personality.” 
 
    He laughed and slapped her on the shoulder, nearly spilling her tea as she raised her cup for a sip. 
 
    “Dammit, Ass! I’m not gonna miss you at all!” 
 
    They walked toward the elevator. Wix waited with him as the elevator came up from the ground floor. “Let’s talk Friday after our meetings with the director and compare notes.” 
 
    He nodded. “Great idea. I’m at Krav Maga until noon, but I can meet any time after that.” 
 
    “Let’s do a supper meeting at the Mariachi. I know you like that place.” 
 
    “I only eat there a couple of times a week. It’s okay, I guess.” His tone was dry. Wix laughed and headed for the stairwell. 
 
    Asher shook his head. She still didn’t trust elevators. Hopefully her new offices would be near ground level. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “So, we’re going to have our own sub-basement floor, Ass. Just for me and my crew!” 
 
    “The Wixen Data Miners?” 
 
    “Shut it! That was not supposed to be seen.” 
 
    Asher laughed and signaled the waitress for another drink. “Well, you shouldn’t write things down that are secrets. You should know that, holding the position you do.” 
 
    Jett shook her head and pointed her finger directly at him. “It was on my screen, and you had no business looking at it.” 
 
    He looked sad for a moment, then innocence covered his face. “I am a spy, it’s what we do.” 
 
    “Yes, well, un-spy when you’re in my presence. Seriously, though, it does seem like a great workspace, with room to grow and a lot of natural security. You know, being a sub-basement and all.  
 
    “I am leaving my best personnel manager with you. You should be grateful and praise me for making your cake life even more so.” 
 
    “My cake life?” 
 
    “They have a word for it. The Gravy Train. You just sit around your office and talk on your tablet, then you disappear for days or weeks and come back tan and smiling. Cake.” 
 
    Asher nodded gravely. “Yes. Cake. I guess you’ve seen through the veil. I can’t hide anything from you. Maybe you should be a Specialist. Hey, that’s a great idea! Then you can take some of this cake off my plate.” 
 
    “I see what you did there, Ass. But sadly, I am overworked in my supremely important position and can spare no time for your cake, no matter how easy, and probably dull, it may be. I just don’t have time.” 
 
    “Ah, well. I tried to help. You know, like I always do.” 
 
    “Hmph. If you say so.”  
 
    He glanced around the restaurant before continuing. “Do you think your move will go smoothly? It looks like you’ve sent some personnel already?” 
 
    “I have. There are folks on the ground setting up workstations and networks. It will take a bit of time, but we will be able to move in and continue work without losing a day. It is important to the director that we have zero downtime, and I can’t say I disagree.” 
 
    “No, me either. There is no forecasting what’s going to happen with Obsidian and Delik. We don’t need to be caught with our pants down. Although, with our people on the ground, we would probably be okay. I know Director Styles doesn’t believe in okay, so let’s not settle for that either.” 
 
     The two sat and talked for another hour over Asian food and drinks. He knew he would miss the interaction with his friend, but this was what was needed. 
 
    “Asher, I want to share something I have picked up on. Do you remember the intel you were supposedly after in Minnesota?” 
 
    “Yes, the new nanite tech.” 
 
    She nodded emphatically as she tended to do when discussing something important. “I have picked up a few hints that they may have had a breakthrough. I don’t have anything solid yet, but you know how this works. We piece bits of intel together until we have something solid. Think of this as a two-thousand-piece puzzle. I have most of the pieces separated into like colors.” 
 
    Asher nodded and sipped from his glass. “Will you let me know when you have the edges complete? I have had a feeling from the start about that place. I think there is something there. The person OEC had down there hasn’t been heard from, and the director said he had been caught.” 
 
    “She said that? I didn’t know that.” 
 
    He nodded. “I didn’t think so. And, more importantly perhaps, I have no idea where she got that information.” 
 
    Jett was quiet for a few moments as her mind went into overdrive. He could see that she was troubled, so he waited patiently for her to come back to the conversation. 
 
    After a short time, her eyes refocused. “Do you have a stash? A cache of money and ID’s hidden away somewhere? If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. I totally understand.” 
 
    He was taken aback by the question and sat for a moment before responding. She took it as him not wanting to respond to the question.  
 
    “Look, forget I asked. It was just a spur of the moment thought, and my mouth moved too quickly for my brain to stop it.” 
 
    “No, I don’t mind you asking. I consider you a friend, Jett; you know that. I have nothing to hide from you. No, I don’t have any kind of cache. I’ve never even considered disappearing. Retiring, yes. Disappearing, no.” 
 
    “Well, you should. You should look for a place you and the family could just disappear to. Someplace in the middle of nowhere, where you aren’t known and can start new with a new identity and some money stashed away.” 
 
    He shrugged and shook his head. “No, I don’t need anything like that. Director Styles knows I plan to retire, and she has been supportive of the plan. While we’re on the subject, though, have you worked out a way to hide the identities of our Specialists and everyone linked to the program?” 
 
    “I’ve been working it. It’s not as easy as I thought, but it will do what we need it to once it’s in place. I’ll send you the preliminary work up tomorrow. I think we’ll have it in place soon, but this move is gonna postpone it by a bit. Sorry.” 
 
    “No worries, Jett. Thank you. I have a bad feeling about what could happen if someone like Oscar got the names of Specialists and their families. There are more Oscars out there, just looking for someone to take out.” 
 
    She nodded. “I got your back, Ass.” 
 
    He chuckled and tapped a few commands on his tablet. “Teledyne bought supper for us.” 
 
    Jett looked at him for a moment after they gathered their things to leave. “Listen, Asher. I’m serious about this. Put some thought into creating a stash and getting some property you can vanish to. It may never be used, but then again, it may save your family’s lives. If I’m wrong, you have a vacation spot when you retire. You’re one of the most dangerous humans I know. You have been constantly training in martial arts and different fighting styles. You’re a natural shot and could easily have been a sniper. But none of that protects your family if you aren’t there.” 
 
    He was a little shocked at how serious she was and wondered if the old Wix was coming back. 
 
    She read the thought like it was written on his forehead. “No, I am not creating some conspiracy. Some things don’t add up; they don’t add up in a big way. Just think about it, and let me know if I can help.” 
 
    With that, she spun on her heel and walked toward the stairwell. He almost followed her but held back. Would it even be possible with the funds he had? In the old vids, the spy had used black money to create places filled with weapons and cash, fake IDs, and even vehicles. He didn’t know how Laurel would feel about it. No, he knew exactly how she would feel—if he thought that sort of thing was warranted, it was time for him to leave Teledyne. 
 
    He shook his head and headed for the elevator. At the last minute, he veered toward the stairwell. It was only two floors down, and he could use the extra steps to think.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Baja 
 
    Specialist Facility 
 
    January 2041 
 
      
 
    Director Styles tabbed through the pages and nodded. “I like this. This will help the people in the program. I assume there is a master list that links the names to the real person?” 
 
    Asher paused for a moment before answering. “There is, but I plan to destroy it. If it exists, it can be leaked, and that would defeat the purpose of the program.” 
 
    She hesitated, then nodded. “I can see that. Is there a reason you moved away from numbers?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not really. A single name’s easier to remember. Mr. Jones, Mrs. Johnson. Vague enough, yet real enough.” 
 
    She slowly spun her office chair to look out the tinted window at the ocean. After a long couple of minutes, she spoke. “I have been tempted for a while, Asher, to nominate you for directorship.” 
 
    Asher sat back in his chair with a heavy breath. For the first time in a long while, he didn’t know what to say.  
 
    Her reflection in the window wore a small, lop-sided grin. “I have very nearly decided not to, however. I am afraid of what it would do to you and your plans.” 
 
    He was slammed with another notion that was nearly as inconceivable as the first. This woman had worked with him for several years and knew him well. He was astonished by the thought of her making him a director, then similarly surprised with the notification that she might not. Asher took another deep breath and relaxed. He knew her well, or thought he did, and if she gave him one piece of news followed quickly by a second, there was an important reason. 
 
    She nodded once, nearly small enough to go unnoticed, then turned back to face him. “I know both of those statements are heavy, but I want to explain my thoughts and give you the option.” 
 
    “Ma’am, it’s your decision. If you believe I don’t deserve a promotion, then I don’t deserve one.” 
 
    “Asher, knock that shit off.” The smile was gone, and a sternness had taken its place. “Yes, I am your boss and a director, but having just told you what I did, you should realize I think of you as more of an equal than an employee. If I believed you couldn’t deal with that information, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, and I would never have considered the first statement.” 
 
    His thoughts began to catch up to the conversation. She respected his work ethic and his abilities, but as an equal? He was again surprised, but he was getting used to it. 
 
    “Well, I must say, I am taken aback. I appreciate your faith in me, and now, I’ll shut up and listen as I have been instructed to do in this field of work, over and over.” 
 
    “Ha! Good instruction, that.” The smile was back, and it seemed genuine. “As I said, I fear what directorship would do to your retirement plans but let me step back a little and explain why I feel that way. I wouldn’t have hesitated several years ago, but this Corporation, indeed this world, is changing quickly nowadays.” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair and swiveled again to look out the window. “Directorship used to be a goal of many and achieved by very few. It was based on your abilities, your dedication, and your loyalty to the Corporation, and you earned your way to the top. Now, it has grown into a proverbial good-ole-boys’ club. Promotion is no longer based on what you do and have done, but on who you know.” 
 
    In the reflection, her eyes burned. Asher had no idea what she was looking at, but he knew it wasn’t the blue ocean or the puffy, white clouds floating above the waves.  
 
    “You would have been a phenomenal director a decade ago. You always do your level best for Teledyne, and your best is so much better than most people’s best. Unfortunately, this Corporation, and from what I can see, all Corporations, have fallen into the traps of power and money. Gone are the days of respect and faithfulness; they have been replaced by fear and greed. The war between Obsidian and Delik Unified is proof of the changes Corporations and the world are going through. 
 
    “Do you know money is practically useless these days? Oh, you still need it to buy things to live, but it doesn’t have any meaning, it’s just numbers in a bank account. It’s one of the reasons your salary can be so exorbitant.” She quickly held up a hand. “It’s not that you aren’t worth every dollar. It’s just that for someone in a director’s position, anything can be had with no thought about cost. Corporations effectively make their own money, so their coffers are always full. And so, money no longer has any meaning.  
 
    “In fact, the only thing a director can’t have is something that belongs to another director or another Corporation. Intelligence is worth more now than at any time in our history, and we’re in the business of intelligence. It is the only reason, Asher—” she turned the chair and looked directly into his eyes “—I am still a director, or alive at all for that matter.” 
 
    The buzzer on her tablet went off, and she looked at it with unhidden annoyance. “Yes.” 
 
    Her assistant’s voice was shaking. “Ma’am, a Director Phillips is here to see you.” 
 
    “Of course, he is,” she said to the air. “Get him a cup of the Ethiopian Single Roast and then let him in, Edmond.” 
 
    Asher stood to leave, but she stood as well. “Don’t rush off. I imagine this is going to be an uncomfortable meeting, but I would like you to witness what directors have the potential of becoming.” 
 
    She pushed a button on the bottom of her desk and released the latch on a hidden door behind a giant painting of a black and white striped tiger. “You can listen from there, but you won’t be able to see anything.” She paused, and her intense gaze settled on his face. “I’m sure I don’t need to point this out, but anything you hear is to stay between us.” 
 
    He nodded and stepped into the small closet behind the painting. “Of course.” 
 
    Styles nodded once and gestured for him to pull the painting back into place. He felt, more than heard, the soft click of the latch re-engaging. The director spoke again. “Send him in, Edmond.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Asher thought he heard a slight question in Edmond’s voice, but he heard the outer door to the office open almost immediately. 
 
    “Shawna! You do know how to spoil an old friend, don’t you? You know my absolute favorite is the Ethiopian, and the single batch at that. How are you, girl?” 
 
    Asher tried not to judge people by their voices, but it was hard not to with this man. Whereas Director Styles’ voice was deep and rich, his was high and slightly nasally. He also stomped. He could easily tell where the visitor was on his way across the office unless he was treading across one of the animal skin rugs. 
 
    “Hello, Simon. What brings you from your tower in Vancouver to this sweaty place? A surprise visit at that. Not like you at all.” 
 
    “Ah, no. This was a last-minute trip, and I wanted to talk to you alone. No fanfare needed, as it were.” 
 
    “It’s not like you to not want the fanfare. It also isn’t like you to travel without an entourage. What is the special occasion?” 
 
    There was a long pause, and Asher wondered what the cause could be. Director Phillips finally spoke. “This is an exquisite statue. It is quite reminiscent of the Grand Horse. Was that the inspiration?” 
 
    “The Gran Cavallo? Hmm, not entirely, although maybe subconsciously more so than I thought. I know you aren’t here to discuss my art, Simon. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Oh, the suites are getting full up north, Shawna. I thought I would take a break from the overcrowding and come see what you were making of this armpit of an assignment. Why in the hell would someone build anything in such a place?” 
 
    “Oh, I think it is a great location. Who would think to look for our intelligence division way down here?” 
 
    The man grunted and sat in the chair Asher had occupied a short time before. “That is true. No one will come here unless they have no other choice, I’m sure. Like, for example, if your position were to become available, someone would surely need to fill it.” 
 
    Asher caught his breath and froze. He hadn’t been moving, but he felt as though everything had stopped. He couldn’t see anything, but the room was totally quiet, and he could imagine the directors staring each other down across the huge marble desk. 
 
    “Are you saying I might have an opportunity for a new position? Or are you suggesting I need to watch my back?”  
 
    The silence stretched for a few moments, then finally broke with the visitor’s loud and humorless laugh. “No one is suggesting anything, I’m just pointing out the obvious.” 
 
    “Well, that thought must be more obvious to you than it is to me. I don’t have any plans to move on for some time. This program is finally gaining some traction, and I intend to see it through to its full operational potential.” 
 
    “Oh, I would never suggest you would abandon it. It’s just the nature of this work, you know. That one assassin was targeting the operation suggests others would also consider it.” 
 
    “Hmm, I see your point. However, we have kept this location secret and intend to keep it so. As a matter of fact, I am relocating much of the operation to other secure areas soon.” 
 
    “Really? I hadn’t heard.” 
 
    “Well, everything doesn’t go through you now, does it Simon?” Asher could picture the small, smug smile on Styles’ face. 
 
    “Hmph. I will pay closer attention in the future, I assure you. I do like to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “I can put you on the memo list if you like. The security briefing memos, also. I wouldn’t want to be the reason you missed something.” Asher could imagine her smile turning cold, and he felt himself mirroring it. 
 
    “Please do, Shawna. I like to be in the know in case I need to act on something.” 
 
    Asher heard the chair move when the man stood. He didn’t hear Director Styles stand and wondered if she would further insult Phillips by remaining seated as he left. He didn’t believe so, but the entire confrontation had seemed odd to him. 
 
    “It is a nice piece of work, the horse. You should be proud, not everyone gets to own such a piece.” 
 
    “Yes, and I am. Do you have one, Simon?” 
 
    “Alas, no. The way things are going, such trinkets may soon be a thing of the past.” 
 
    “Thanks for stopping by, Simon. Can I offer you anything before you leave?” 
 
    “Thank you, no. I am concerned about you, Shawna. You should really see about getting some security. Your little man out front would not be much protection should one of those assassin types decide to pay you a visit.” Asher heard the man’s stomps again as he crossed the floor toward the door. “Where are you moving your organization to by the way?” 
 
    “I’ll take the security under advisement. We are moving north, that is all I am free to say. Read the memos, and you’ll see as soon as that information is released. Good day, Simon.” 
 
    “Good day, Shawna. Take care, dear.” Asher could imagine a cold smile dripping with malice.  
 
    The office door closed, and there was no sound for a few moments. Asher was beginning to wonder if the director had forgotten him when the hidden door latch released.  
 
    “Come back out, Asher, and please have a seat.” Director Styles was pouring a deep brown liquid from a decanter into a small glass of ice. “Would you care for some Scotch? It’s one of the best.” 
 
    He nearly refused from habit, but with the depth of their earlier conversation coming back to him and the confrontation just past fresh in his mind, he simply nodded and accepted the glass from the director. She sat and swirled the smoky whiskey before sipping. He followed her example and enjoyed the aroma as the ice twirled in his glass. 
 
    “Well, that was exciting. I have never liked that man, but he was inducted as a director the same day as I and has been terribly competitive since. I didn’t care for his half-hidden threats or his digging for information about our organization.” 
 
    “I don’t want to step out of line, but those threats were pretty clear to me.” 
 
    “Oh, he got his point across, but had the conversation been recorded, there was nothing he said or did that could be clearly taken for threats. He hid them behind a clear veil, but it was enough to protect his arse if they came out.” 
 
    “Of course. Some people seem to instinctively know how to protect themselves while getting their point across.” Asher sipped from his glass. The rich taste followed instantly by the slight burn was relaxing. 
 
    “As I said earlier, I don’t want to put you in a position like this if it isn’t something you want. I’ll give you a few days to consider it, but don’t take too long. There’s a lot going on within the Corporation, and beyond, which I am not at liberty to discuss with you now, or maybe ever. One thing I hope you have noticed is that not many directors have families. Not any longer. It used to be common for directors to be married and have children, but it’s the exception nowadays, rather than the rule. It’s hard to balance this life with family, and Simon just showed you part of that reason.” 
 
    She drained the last of her drink, and Asher did the same. He stood when she did, and she looked down at him across the desk. “There is no retirement from Corporate leadership, Asher. A director is something you will always do and always be. Keep that in mind when you consider what you have seen and heard today.” 
 
    He nodded and gazed at his boss. The thought of someone like Simon or Shamus using his family as leverage against him was chilling, but not new. Asher had worked hard and put plans into motion to protect his family from any backlash from his career. Having to worry about people inside his own organization was not something he wanted to think about more than he already did. 
 
    He glanced at the horse in the window and noticed Director Styles’ eyes follow his. There was something in hers that kept him from asking about the statue, but he knew he would eventually. 
 
    “I will consider everything and let you know my thoughts Monday if that will suffice?” 
 
    “It will. Thank you and have a good weekend.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    As the elevator door slid closed, he was already making a mental list of pros and cons. When the elevator door opened on the main level lobby, he put in his earbud and called his assistant.  
 
    “Carl, put some security for the director on the schedule. Two officers, one in the main floor lobby and one in her assistant’s office whenever she is in. Make it a permanent rotation and make it twenty-four, seven. We’ll work out the details tomorrow.” 
 
    He knew she wouldn’t ask for it, but he also knew it was needed. He would have to arrange for the detail to continue after the move. What was this world coming to? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Asher stood in the common area lobby and waited for his appointed meeting with Director Styles. He studied the map of the plaza and chuckled to himself. Plaza wasn’t a term he would have used. It was more like a small city carved out of the urban sprawl of Tahoe/Reno. Carson City had been engulfed, and the sprawl had spread north and wound around and among the mountains. Teledyne Plaza was on the far north end, just east and south of Dogskin Mountain.  
 
    “Mr. Mallone, the director will see you now.”  
 
    “Thank you, Edmond. Have you settled in alright after the move?” He smiled at the young man behind the desk while retrieving his tablet and jacket from a nearby chair. 
 
    “Yes, sir. The skiing here is amazing. She said you could go right in, sir.” 
 
    Asher took the hint and did as he was bid. The large, double, mahogany door was an exact duplicate of the one on his office in Baja. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought it was the same one. He smiled at the ease it took to open the mammoth door. At least there was some good craftsmanship left in the world, although it seemed to be limited to the truly elite in most circumstances. 
 
    Director Styles smiled when he walked in. He allowed the door to quietly close behind him, then glanced around quickly and walked to the chair across the massive marble desk from the director. She motioned for him to sit and retrieved a cup of steaming coffee from the single serve machine that was just within her reach. 
 
    “It is good to see you, Asher. What are your impressions of the Plaza?” Her eyes laughed as he sipped the coffee and considered his response. 
 
    “It is impressive, ma’am. There are a few security issues I’ll discuss with Rod before I leave, but overall, very impressive.” He could just see Pyramid Lake between the mountains behind the director’s desk. It was an impressive view; every director’s office he had been in had an amazing view. For just a moment, he wondered what his view would have been if he had accepted her offer. 
 
    “It is. I appreciate the eye on security, as always, and I also appreciate the cadre of security you have moved here. It’s good to see we are growing enough to allow such.” 
 
    “Well, ma’am, you were going to get a detail regardless after your friend’s visit, but it also seemed appropriate to send people here given the nature of our business. To San Francisco as well, although a smaller detachment. The steady schedule will let them know where they are for the rotation.” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course. You’re thinking of your people, as well as us. Well, it was a good idea, nonetheless. How are things in Spec Central?” 
 
    He laughed quietly at the unofficial nickname. He had used it once in reference to the old CIA’s home base being called “Spook Central,” and it had stuck. It wasn’t bad, just not as professional as he would normally expect from her. 
 
    “Going well. We have a new class graduating this month, and we hope to pair them with experienced partners for the first time in our short history. I believe that will get them fully active more quickly than the faux missions we’ve used in the past. I still intend to have each do a less risky practice run and actual mission, after their training Specialist signs off on their abilities.” 
 
    “Good. I believe we have nearly one hundred fifty active Specialists now?” 
 
    It was more of a statement than a question, and he wasn’t surprised. Director Styles had been exceptional at knowing what was going on with her people since she had replaced the old director. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. After this graduation, a bit over. We have two classes in training now and another in the queue as soon as we can get a couple more operators. I have focused the last several classes on security forces. I expect to get personnel requests from other directors and sites as they become available.” 
 
    “Good man. There have been several such requests in the past months. I have been holding them off, but we will need several security Specialists soon. I would like your training operation to work on as many as possible as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Of course. I will also send recently graduated trainees here for their final experience testing with Rod. He is a great teacher, although he doesn’t claim to be. I may have him back in the training cadre at Spec Central in the next year or so.” He sat up straight in his chair, and an earnest look flowed onto his face. “Speaking of your friend, have you had any other visits we should be concerned about?” 
 
    The director shook her head. “Nothing. That concerns me as much, or maybe more, than if he had come again. I am working with your people and watching for anything suspicious. Hopefully, the security has made him rethink his agenda.” 
 
    Asher nodded and glanced around the office. His eyes stopped on a wood plank accent wall with an albino lion skin mounted across the center. She followed his gaze and chuckled. “There is no one here or listening, Asher. Ask your question.” 
 
    It was an order, not a request. He nodded and focused on his director. “Can you tell me anything else about the inner workings of directors? Of course, I will keep it to myself, but it might help me stop an attack, if there is one, before it happens.” 
 
    Her eyes grew hard, but only for a moment, then she nodded thoughtfully. “I will think about what I can tell you. If I tell you anything, and I have not decided if I will or won’t, it is to be considered more secret than any information you have ever gathered for us. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Crystal, ma’am.” 
 
    The director nodded. “How long is your stay?” 
 
    Asher smiled. “I am meeting with Ms. Wix for a tour of her facility first thing tomorrow morning, then with Rod for the same in the afternoon. I expect to be here all the following day and part of the next. My plan is to travel home from here for a couple of weeks, then back to Spec Central for graduation on the twenty-fifth.” 
 
    “Good, meet me back here on the morning you plan to leave. As a matter of fact, make this your last stop on the way out. We will talk a bit more then.” 
 
    He could tell the meeting was over, so he drained his cup and stood. “Yes, ma’am. I will be around if you need anything; otherwise, I’ll see you Thursday morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Asher, I hope your visit is fruitful and your time at home enjoyable.” 
 
    He nodded and turned to leave. He noticed the horse statue on its pedestal near the window. One of the silk cloths on its feet was a little offset. He could make out the edge of an elongated oval with one side of a star.  
 
    He closed the door and headed for the elevator and wondered why Director Styles had a statue with the Obsidian logo on it. He also wondered what was on the other three feet of the draft horse. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ass! It’s good to see you!” Wix wore a huge grin as he stepped into her office and looked around.  
 
    “What do you think?” She stood and motioned around the swanky office with both arms extended and spun in a circle. 
 
    “This is huge. Who did you have to knock off to get a place like this?” His smile took some of the hidden edge off the question, but he noticed a slight change in Jett’s smile. 
 
    “Nothing nefarious, my friend. The powers that be finally recognized awesome talent and rewarded it appropriately.” 
 
    Asher chuckled and followed her to the large wooden desk. He sat in the right-hand guest chair, and she sat in the left and placed her feet on the glass covered surface. He laughed again and leaned back to do the same. 
 
    “How’s the new location treating you?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not gonna lie, they’re pretty swanky digs. I mean, look at this office! It’s big enough to live in.” 
 
    He looked around again and smiled. The office was large compared to anything she had worked in until now. At least by herself. The suite they’d had with Torres had been larger, but there had been three of them working there and several banks of computer servers. 
 
    “Looks like you’re moving up in the world, Jett.” He focused back on her and took his feet off the desk. “What do you have for me that’s new?”  
 
    She sighed and placed her feet on the floor. “Always making me be professional, Ass. Not cool.” 
 
    Jett stood and moved to the large executive chair behind the desk. She brought up her computer terminal and turned one of the monitors so Asher could see it. A few taps later, a list of names appeared on the screen. He glanced at it, then back at Wix with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “These are the names of the Specialists. The only names anyone will have access to. We must have them temporarily linked to the real person’s name, there’s no way around it. Once they are in our system, however, the only list of real names will be on this tablet, which is not linked to the net. It is unfortunate such a list must exist, but it is safe, with only me and my designee having access to it.” 
 
    He considered her statement for a moment, then nodded. “I had hoped we could do away with the master list altogether, but I guess I can see the need, and it is as secure as it can be. Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course, majesty.” 
 
    “Ha! Listen, some of the trainees will be permanent security personnel. They are fine without code names. There will be some, however, who will rotate into security positions, then back to operations. I would like to have names for those positions. ‘Bill Smith’ or some such. Then ‘Adam’ is ‘Bill Smith’ for a rotation. ‘Benjamin’ is ‘Bill Smith’ the next rotation, and so on.”  
 
    She nodded and made a notation, then sobered as she pulled up another list, many times longer than the first. “This list… this list is a problem. These are people who have disappeared after working for Teledyne for some period. Sometimes years and sometimes a very short amount of time.” 
 
    She looked at him expectantly. He looked back for a moment, then returned his attention to the list. Hundreds of names stared back, and he felt a knot in his stomach. He forced the dread back and studied the list. 
 
    “What do the lines mean?” he asked. 
 
    “The graph on the right is time, with Teledyne’s name changes. Teledyne, International, then Teledyne Industries, and finally, Teledyne. The thicker lines represent years. The numbers represent the disappearances per year. You can see the disappearances began around the time of the first growth spurt, then they grew as the Corporation grew. Now, it’s rampant, Asher. Hundreds in the last couple of years.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair and exhaled. 
 
    This was not news he had expected. Thinking back, he shouldn’t be surprised though. As his eyes moved down the list, a few names stuck out. All the current Specialists were on the list, including him.  
 
    “So, this includes all the current Specialists? Is there a reason for that?” he asked and he looked back up at Jett. 
 
    She nodded and gestured to the earlier list. “They are all considered missing. I have gradually moved all the people from one list to the other and established the new names in the system. Here is yours.” 
 
    Asher’s eyes followed where she pointed, and he snorted. “Adam? Really?” 
 
    “Well, you were the first.” Wix grinned back at him. 
 
    “How biblical of you. Well, it is easy enough to remember.”  
 
    Her grin faded, and she glanced around the room. “Did you give any thought to our discussion about a stash or a place to disappear to?” 
 
    He nodded and looked back at his friend. “I have, and I’m torn. If it’s something I need to do, do I really want to remain here? But I don’t want to risk my family’s safety. I just don’t know. I have a mission coming up that promises to be dull and allow me plenty of down time to consider it.” 
 
    She nodded and gestured through the air in front of her as if to wipe an invisible whiteboard clean. “Okay then, let’s talk about this mission. What can I do to help with preparedness?” 
 
    “I’ll be going to New Orleans to set up a safe house. I’ve been working on a new plan to have a… well… let’s call it a ‘rescue’ team embedded in the local community in case there is an emergency, and a Specialist needs help or egress.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “From here to the train station, Adam?” Jett laughed at the look on Asher’s face. 
 
    “Yes, well almost. I’m meeting with Director Styles first and then I’m off. I’ll be at home for a couple of weeks if you need anything, then I’ll be back at Spec Central.  
 
    “Rod will be talking to you about some new security measures in the next few days. You and your people don’t have the benefit of our code name program, so there will be a strong physical security contingent here from now on.” 
 
    Jett nodded and glanced around. “Listen, I know you don’t like the idea, but think about the bugout plan we talked about. That’s all I’ll say about it. Take care of yourself and let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Asher smiled and nodded once. “I really appreciate you, Jett, and your concern.” 
 
    She swatted his arm and turned away. She called over her shoulder, “Be careful out there, Adam.” 
 
    He chuckled and walked toward the director’s office. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tobias was the new name of the security guard in Director Styles’ waiting room. His position was Thomas Spade, however. The security desk was tucked back in a corner of the waiting area and was not the first thing a person noticed, given that Edmond’s desk was large and prominent. Asher nodded to the man and chuckled. He wondered if Edmond knew why his workstation was so focus grabbing. 
 
    “Mr. Adam, go right in. She is expecting you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Edmond.” 
 
    He pushed through the ornate wooden door and found the director pouring two glasses of amber liquid from a decanter. His eyebrows pinched together for a second, and he wondered if it was going to be that kind of conversation. 
 
    The director placed one of the glasses next to a guest chair and took the other back to her own seat. She motioned for him to have a seat. 
 
    “Join me, Adam,” she said with a half-smile and slight hesitation. 
 
    Asher chuckled and sat. He retrieved the Scotch and said, “I’m still getting used to it myself.” 
 
    “I imagine. Do you have anything new for me before you take off on vacation?” She sipped from her glass, and he followed her lead. 
 
    “Nothing really, ma’am. The security team will be changing a few things, but it should be transparent.” 
 
    She nodded and sat back in her tall, white, reclining office chair. “Have your security people seen any evidence of anything we should be worried about?” 
 
    “Not at all. That could be good, or it could be worrisome. I’m going to hope for the good and prepare for the worrisome.” He smiled wryly and took a sip of his drink. 
 
    The director nodded. He knew she had something on her mind, but she would get to it in her own time.  
 
    She continued to sip her whiskey and stare at the lake, then without preamble she said, “The board of directors has disbanded.” 
 
    He sat up straight and looked at her. “I’m not sure what that means exactly, but I imagine it isn’t good.” 
 
    She chuckled dryly. “I guess that depends on who you are.” 
 
    Director Styles turned to face him. “There have been eleven directors at Teledyne for as long as I can remember. It has always been eleven, no more and no less. If one retired or died, another was elected to fill the gap. A director electee had to be nominated by at least two sitting directors, then there was a vote, and he or she was either admitted or not. 
 
    “In my case, two directors were killed in an accident, and I was nominated by a director I doubt you have met named Piscal. At the same time, director Shamus nominated Simon. Each had another director sign off on the nomination.” 
 
    Asher nodded as pieces fell into place. Two competing directors nominated two new directors who thought along the same lines as their electors—someone to side with their voice in any important vote of the board. 
 
    She continued, “Now that the board is no longer, I am curious to see what happens with Teledyne, and I wonder if and how it will affect the other Corporations.” 
 
    Asher cocked his head. “How it’ll affect the other corporations? Why would it affect them at all?” 
 
    Styles smiled and shook her head. “That is a discussion for the next time you visit. You have a vacation and an upcoming mission on the edge of enemy territory to tend to, I believe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Undisclosed Location 
 
    Outside the New Orleans Sprawl 
 
    June 2042 
 
      
 
    “Boss, I don’t know if it was your idea, but this might have been a lot more comfortable in the winter.” 
 
    Asher laughed at the big man’s sad drawl. “Mike, if this was easy, anyone could do it.” 
 
    “If you say so, sir. Should we go inside, you know, where the A/C is, and discuss the details of this ‘Rapid Response Extraction Team?’” He wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. 
 
    Asher smiled and nodded sympathetically. “Let’s. I want to see what you have lined up for your team and how quickly you can transition from normal day-to-day operations to full extraction mode. You’re the first team, and it’s not a traditional deployment. There won’t be any traditional training or exercises.” 
 
    “No, sir. We have all worked together, and that helps. It also helps that we have all been in the business for several years and already have a good skill and experience base to build on. It would be beneficial if your operators didn’t melt like candle wax, however.” Asher knew the four of them had worked together in the US Army’s 10SFG (special forces group) in Colorado, until the Army dismantled the program. They were, by all accounts, a top level, tier one group. 
 
    “Well, this should be a basic post for you all. No intelligence gathering or anything that will draw attention to yourselves. Keep this safe house secure and under the radar. Keep yourselves that way as well.” 
 
    “Maybe just static intel gathering, huh?” 
 
    “If you hear something we need to know about, sure. But don’t risk blowing your covers on anything minor. We have people and systems in place for that. The only way this works is if you all remain unknown.” 
 
    “Of course. We’ll be laying low in southern Louisiana until we’re needed.” 
 
    They walked into the living area of the plantation house, and he marveled at the history of the place. He was sure some parts of the building had been around for nearly two hundred years, but it looked like it could have been built within the last four or five. He was also certain the enormous basement was much newer. It fit their needs perfectly though, so he wasn’t going to complain. 
 
    The four operators gathered around Asher in the large living area. He looked around the group, and their names and information rolled through his mind.  
 
    Michael Sweet was from the upper part of New York State and had been the team leader for the past several years. He was a levelheaded and quiet man, until something else was needed. Then he could explode into action with grace and skill like very few people Asher knew of. 
 
    Talbot Collinsworth was also from New England, although the Boston accent was long gone. He was the armorer of the group and knew more about handheld weapons than anyone Asher had ever worked with. He was also very proud and deserving of the nickname “MacGyver” the team had bestowed upon him. 
 
    Samantha “Skittles” Twain was from Alaska, but her tan skin and bleached blonde hair would have better fit in on some south Florida beach. She was one of the martial arts instructors that had been cycling through the academy at Spec Central. That, along with some serious language skills and the ability to read people and situations at a glance, made her a top-level intelligence operator. 
 
    Tyler Jones was an outwardly friendly individual who was quite charismatic. His quick smile and helpful demeanor led to easy intel gathering, and his sharp eye added immensely to that skillset. 
 
    Together, this team had been involved in the exact type of infiltration/rescue/exfiltration missions the Rapid Response teams were being designed for. Asher had deployed with them before, and their individual and team abilities were solid reasons he had worked so hard to get them into the program.  
 
    “Well, this is it folks. You are our first RRET, or Rapid Response Extraction Team to deploy. With what you learn here, we will be able to develop more teams and deploy them in more locations. You will be here for operatives who get into sticky situations. If you are alerted, you’ll need to respond immediately. Ideally, without raising suspicion, but that is lower priority than the actual rescue op. If you’re burned, you’ll be brought back in immediately as well. The plan is to have you here as a team for several months, then we will rotate a new team in and use you as experts and trainers on what is needed for the RRET’s in the future. So, keep in mind what we could do better to make this position more functional and safer.” 
 
    Heads nodded, and he saw intelligence in every eye. “Alright, Mike, show me what you have set up so far.” 
 
    The corners of the team leader’s mouth curled up slightly, and he stood and looked at his people. “You heard the boss, team, let’s be about it.”  
 
    He raised his left hand which held a small stopwatch and pressed a button. A sharp ping from the timepiece caused everyone to explode into action. Jones touched a control pad and entered several alpha-numeric characters. A bookcase on the back wall swung out on a hinge, all the lights in the house turned dark red, and a subdued alarm sounded all around. The four operators rushed down the hidden stairwell behind the bookcase and disappeared only seconds after the chime of the stopwatch. 
 
    Asher looked around. The tinted windows and heavy curtains hid the change in lighting from the outside. He hurried down the stairwell after the team, and the bookcase slid closed behind him.  
 
    The underground structure was easily twice the size of the house, and he marveled at what it must have taken to build it in the swampy ground around New Orleans. Equipment filled the room and reminded him of the military shops he had been in over the years. A couple of large, gray SUV’s, a fully adorned ambulance, five motorcycles, several racks of weapons, cabinets of ammo, a couple computer stations with real-time satellite feeds, and various other equipment were stored neatly around the bunker.  
 
    The four team members were standing at parade rest around the computer stations, and a central large screen showed a satellite view of the airport. Asher joined the team and nodded to Michael.  
 
    “Adam, as you see, we will gather here for the intel download from HQ and ascertain the needs of the operator in trouble. We have several generic plans that are easily adjusted for location and severity. The racks along the wall there—” he gestured at several wall lockers “—contain different uniforms. Some go with the ambulance, but we also have Louisiana State Patrol, Federal Police, even Obsidian and DU military uniforms in case the need justifies it.” 
 
    Asher continued to look around the bunker. “I like the ambulance, great thinking. As a matter of fact, I like all of this. What about water rescue? I assume you have vehicles for that, too?” 
 
    Jones nodded and tapped a few commands into the terminal. An overhead view of a marina came up, and the screen zoomed in to show a handsome yacht with a small helicopter pad at the back. “This is the In Need, Indeed. She sports a couple of jet skis and a small speed boat. We also keep a swamp boat and a couple of air boats ready to go, as well as a chopper that fits on the In Need.” 
 
    “Damn, you all seem to have it down. Well, I guess Director Styles did say ‘whatever the expense.’” Asher grinned at the team and slapped Michael on the shoulder. “Show me around this equipment some and then I’ll treat us all to some gumbo or etouffee or something.” 
 
    Every team member grinned and stood. Michael laughed and said, “We like food, boss. It’s one of best things about this assignment if not the best.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The train ran along smoothly on the steel track. Asher dozed in the comfortable seat with the hum of the rails relaxing him. His trip to New Orleans had been rewarding; he was impressed by the professionalism and competence of the team in place. He thought the teams were a great idea. That the idea had come from Director Styles helped renew his faith in Teledyne.  
 
    In his position, the director acted as a buffer between him and any other director, which was a huge benefit. It helped ease his concerns about directors like Shamus and Simon. He also had doubts about Mikhail, but he had not seen or heard anything negative yet, but the fact that the newer director was usually near Shamus made Asher suspect him.  
 
    “St. Louis in ten minutes,” came over the intercom system, and Asher sat up straight in his seat. He checked his tablet for messages but found nothing important. The train slowed for the station, and Asher was already tasting barbequed ribs. 
 
    The train deposited him and fifty-eight other passengers at the west-side station just over the Missouri river in Weldon Springs. Asher searched his tablet for a nearby rib place while the other people meandered away to meet with family or friends or catch rideshares. He found one within walking distance and set off at a brisk pace. 
 
    The rib place was in a sketchy neighborhood, but he wasn’t too concerned. He had eaten in many similar places, and they always had the best food and the best service. The heavenly smell of hickory smoke and cooked meat assaulted his senses before he even made it inside.  
 
    The old building was set up with a bar top counter along the back wall and several tables throughout. A couple of booths took up one corner and side, stretching from the counter to the window facing the street. An older man and two women were at one of the tables near the counter, and several couples and individuals filled the rest of the room.  
 
    The side opposite the booths held a small stage. A few people milled about the stage area. Asher sat in the lone empty booth. He felt lucky that a musician was setting up to play.  
 
    “Can I get something for you, hon?” 
 
    Asher looked over his shoulder at the heavy-set, dark-skinned woman behind the counter. She had a name tag that stated she was Norma. “Ma’am, I haven’t had a good slab of ribs in a long time. What are the chances you have a slab on the smoker?” 
 
    Her laugh was fully contagious, and he had to laugh with her. “Hon, we have the best ribs either side of the Mississippi from Winnipeg to Mexico City. What do you want with your slab? I recommend the baked potato, fully loaded with pimento cheese and bacon chunks.” 
 
    “Let’s do that,” he agreed and glanced up at the drink menu on the wall behind her. “And let me get a hard cider to wash all of that down.” 
 
    She laughed again. “You’ll have a hard time getting it all down, even with the cider, sweetie. That slab is a big hunk of pig, and the potato is big as a football. But we have some to go boxes if you get stuffed up, so don’t you worry none.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, but I’ve only had train food for the last couple of days, so I’ll finish. Is the band any good?” He gestured toward the stage where several people were milling around setting up instruments and checking their mics. 
 
    “Well, you’ll have to judge for your own self on that, but the singer is my sister, so you better tell me you like ‘em whether you do or not.” She laughed loudly and turned to get his order going. He sat back in the worn booth and watched the band adjust their speakers and microphones.  
 
    The singer took the stage with a drummer, a guitar player, and a girl on the harmonica, and someone slid a giant slab of ribs in front of him with a huge potato piled high with clumps of orange pimento cheese and thick chunks of bacon. He sat back and grinned up at the man who had delivered them. 
 
    “They sure smell good. Thank you.” 
 
    The man smiled on one side of his mouth and adjusted his apron. “They don’t smell near as good as they taste, young man. You better dig in.” 
 
    The man pulled a set of silverware wrapped in a half-dozen thick napkins from the pocket of his apron and slid them across the table. He gestured to the wall with his chin. “There are more napkins on the wall, yonder. I reckon you’ll need them. And if you like sauce, the green lid is sweet, the red is hot, and the brown one is a mixture of both.” 
 
    He walked toward the kitchen, and Asher focused on the ribs, which fell apart easily in his hands.  
 
    He smiled and dug in just as the singer stepped up to the mic and addressed the room. “I know most of y’all won’t be listening to me until you get that food down, so I’m gonna play some of my worst music first. Sis’ Norma and Dad and all them will keep you busy for a little while, but we hope you have time between bites to enjoy what we’re doing for y’all.” 
 
    Nearly three hours passed before Asher finally left the rib joint. He had not been disappointed in the food or the bluesy tunes from the band. He thought about paying his compliments to Norma and her family, but he decided to err on the side of safety. He really didn’t need anyone remembering him, so he slipped out the back door near the restrooms. 
 
    He stepped out of the light from the doorway, his eyes quickly adjusting to the darkness, and looked around for any immediate threats. He was going to be focused on work for the next couple of hours, so he let the relaxation slowly leave his body and the tense awareness of an operator in enemy territory take its place. If he hadn’t been on mission, he would have gotten another slab of ribs to take with him, but he didn’t need to be burdened with anything for the next couple of hours. 
 
    He hadn’t gone two blocks when he heard a muffled scream from the ally across the street. Asher didn’t need to be drawn into something that might jeopardize his mission, so he grudgingly continued up his side of the dark street. He took three steps and heard a different scream, “Papa!” followed by a slap and a curse. 
 
    Leaving things be when he might be able to help was never something he had been good at. Asher trotted silently across the street and peaked around the corner into the alley. The man and two women he had noticed at the rib joint were being detained by five toughs. Two of the attackers held the man, while one held each woman, and the last used a small club to beat the man. 
 
    “You see, old man, this would have been so much easier if you had just given us the money and not tried to be a hero.” 
 
    Asher could tell the man was in bad shape. His scalp was bleeding, and he was only standing because he was being held up by his assailants. As the leader of the small gang finished his sentence, he hit the man again in the mid-section with the baton. 
 
    “I mean, yeah, we were gonna take the girl anyway, but now, you get to lay here and watch the fun we have with your wife and daughter while you slowly die.” 
 
    The thug jerked his chin up, and the two holding the older man let go of his arms. He crumbled to the ground, and the leader delivered a vicious kick to his head and another to his stomach. 
 
    The thugs were facing away from the alley entrance and stood, nearly shoulder to shoulder, in a small half circle. Very sloppy, Asher thought. His years of training kicked in, and he stepped into the alley quickly and silently.  
 
    When he was about ten feet short of the group, one of the thugs must have caught movement or some small sound. He looked up as Asher landed, crashing an elbow into the base of the leader’s skull. The leader dropped like a sack of wet clothes, and the baton clattered to the concrete of the alley.  
 
    Asher ducked low to retrieve the weapon and spun his leg extended to take out one of the two thugs who had held the older man. He felt the crunch of bone in the thug’s ankle as he swept the young man’s feet from under him. The attacker fell, and his head slammed into the concrete. 
 
    Asher rose and spun into a roundhouse kick his taekwondo instructor would have approved of. He felt another bone crunch when his foot connected with a second thug’s jaw. This one also dropped to the concrete. 
 
    The last two attackers released the women and charged Asher. He had picked up the collapsible baton the leader had dropped, and he made short work of crushing their skulls with two quick blows, left then right. The brutal attack had taken less than thirty seconds. The five would-be toughs were left unconscious, or worse, on the concrete of the alley. 
 
    The two women ran to the crumpled old man. He was struggling to sit up with their assistance when Asher stepped behind him and helped pull him to the edge of the alley so he could lean against the wall. 
 
    After a closer look, he could tell the two women were related. The man was looking at him. He had his hand outstretched, so Asher squatted in front of him to be at eye level. The man was in very bad shape. “You saved my family, young man.” 
 
    “You need to go to the hospital. I dare not move you more. We need to get an ambulance here as soon as we can.” Asher looked at the two women and realized that neither seemed to be seriously hurt. “Can one of you run back to the restaurant and have them call an ambulance? He needs medical attention right now.” 
 
    The younger girl sprang to her feet and sprinted across the street toward the rib joint. The elder woman, a couple decades younger than the man, spoke for the first time. “Thank you, sir. You saved our daughter from some very nasty men. How can we ever thank you?” 
 
    “Ma’am, I don’t need any thanks, but if I can get out of sight before the police get here, it would mean a lot to me.” 
 
    She looked sharply at her husband, then back at Asher. “Oh, are you in trouble? We would be happy to tell them what you did to help us.” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “No, ma’am. Nothing like that. It’s just that I’m not supposed to be here, and I don’t want my boss to know. The police would insist on interviewing me and then there’s the media. It would be better if I’m gone when they get here.” 
 
    The man looked up at his wife through swollen eyes and patted his jacket pocket, then gestured to Asher. She looked confused for a moment, then nodded. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Just then, their daughter came running back down the alley with a couple of wet rags and a bottle of water. She knelt by her father and started wiping the blood away from the worst of the wounds. Asher opened the water and helped the man take a couple of weak sips. The man looked back at his wife after a moment and nodded again, a little stronger.  
 
    “Yes. We don’t know what’s there or if it’s worth anything. But it could be.” 
 
    She nodded and removed an envelope from her husband’s jacket pocket, then she extended it to Asher and nodded again. “This came to us last year after his brother passed. We don’t know what it is except that it is some property. The man never amounted to much and he never told us much about it, just that it was his SHTF facility. He didn’t even tell us what that means. We never went to see what was there; we were on our way there now for the first time.” 
 
    Asher shook his head. “I can’t accept anything. I didn’t do this for personal gain. You all were in need, and I could do something to help. Really, you don’t need to worry about thanking me.” 
 
    Pride burned in the woman’s eyes. “Young man! Don’t insult us. This might have been a small thing for you, but it is our lives.” 
 
    “Listen to her,” the man said weakly. “You saved all of us from death, but it would most likely have been a death we wanted by the time they were done. That—” he gestured to the envelope “—may be nothing. We don’t know and really don’t care. It has been a contention between us since we got it. I felt obligated to find out what it was, you see, because he was my brother. She wanted me to forget about it. You taking it will be another favor for us.”  
 
    He tried to smile but broke down in a series of weak coughs. His daughter took the bottle from Asher and helped the man take another sip. 
 
    He heard the sirens of the approaching authorities and knew he had to go. “Okay, I’ll check it out for you. Here, write down a comm code or address so I have some way of getting in touch if it is something worthwhile.”  
 
    The wife scribbled something on the envelope, and Asher stood to go. She rose and tucked the envelope in his pocket, then she hugged him. The daughter also stood and hugged him, then returned to her father. 
 
    The sirens were getting closer, so he nodded to them and darted around the back of the alley. A left turn and a quick sprint across the street returned him to the back door of the rib place. He entered and ducked into the men’s room for a minute. When he stepped out, he almost bumped into Norma who was coming out of the kitchen. 
 
    “There’s something going on across the street. Cops, ambulance, and everything,” she said hurriedly. She grabbed his arm and pulled him along with her to the front door. “That Mr. Spangler’s daughter ran in here a minute ago and used the phone and grabbed a bottle of water, then ran right back out. I didn’t hear who she called, but she sure was in a hurry. You don’t reckon he had a heart attack or something, do you? She sure was in a hurry.” 
 
    They joined the crowd standing on the sidewalk staring at all the flashing lights across the street. After a few minutes, Asher slipped away unnoticed to continue his mission. A mile or so down the road, he pulled the envelope from his jacket pocket and snorted. Written neatly on the back was “THANK YOU” and a heart. Inside was a small piece of paper with three double digit numbers and a set of coordinates. He shook his head and tucked it back in his pocket. 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, he climbed out of the cab. He paid the cabbie and included a fifteen percent tip. The damp air was filled with the smells of the city. Some delicious, some not so much. He looked around quickly and found his destination, not that you could miss the JalCom tower standing head and shoulders above every other scraper in the city. It was three blocks away, and it still hovered like a giant with a massive antenna farm on top, and the forty-foot JalCom symbol on each side.  
 
    He shrugged and walked toward the behemoth. Now, he had to figure out how to get in. 
 
    As it turned out, he was able to walk in through the kitchen delivery dock. Four AM was apparently the busy time in the kitchen. Several people were milling about, but he walked in, ducked to the side, and kept storage shelves between him and anyone he came near.  
 
    Being in the building wasn’t his goal, however. Once he was in the service area, he located the common area for employees. One of the interior doors led to a storage room for uniforms and linens. He sifted through the uniforms, picked one that looked generic, and changed quickly. He put his clothes in an empty laundry bag which he swung over his shoulder, then he carefully exited the staff room and looked for the service elevator. 
 
    Luck was still with him. He didn’t need a card or code to use the service elevator. He rode it as high as it would go, then transferred to the fire escape. He stopped to try the doors on the upper floors. Those of the top two floors were locked, but the exit to the top of the building was not. He stepped into the night air and decided their security needed an overhaul, but he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. He was thankful he was able to get to the roof with very little effort. He wondered about the security of Teledyne’s scrapers and made a mental note to check on it as soon as he was back at Spec Central. 
 
    After placing a small rock beneath the door to ensure it wouldn’t close and lock him out on the roof, he spent several minutes looking for entrances to the top two floors. Some Teledyne directors had access to the roof of their building, but he was unable to find anything like that here.  
 
    He walked down the stairs to the top floor and inspected the locking mechanism. Using a black titanium credit card, he was able to pry the retractable latch back, open the door, and entered the hallway beyond. Plush gray carpet lined the hallway, and dark maroon paint adorned the walls. Several wall hangings of seascapes and various types of marine life hung at regular intervals along the hall. He quickly strode down the hall, but the last picture caught his attention, and he stopped dead in his tracks. Staring back at him from the tapestry, with a small, bashful smile, was director Wayneright’s daughter. 
 
    Asher’s breath caught in his chest, and he leaned against the opposite wall. What in the hell was a life-sized image of a Teledyne director’s daughter doing hanging on the wall of the management floor in a JalCom scraper? He stared at the lifelike portrait and almost missed the small inscription at the bottom center. Missing at sea, December 2040, Love Forever My Little Girl. 
 
     What the hell? He reined in his questions, shook his head, and focused on his mission. This was something to work on later, but right now, he needed to find the server room. Quickly and quietly, he moved from one room to the next. He eventually found the one he was looking for. It was locked, but there was a gap of a couple inches between the door and the floor, and cool air rushed through the space. It was cooler than normal, like the air that would be required to keep several banks of computer servers cool. 
 
    Asher retrieved a wire coat hanger from the laundry bag, unwound the metal, and straightened it to its full length. He slid the wire under the door and gently positioned it so it hooked across the top of the inner door handle. He pulled down gently, and the door latch clicked. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He chuckled to himself and made a mental note to ensure all Teledyne’s doors were fitted with knobs, not the more stylish handles. 
 
    He located the master server and plugged in the USB-x drive. The upload of the virus Jett had written took nearly four minutes. As seasoned as he was, it still seemed like an hour. Once the small blue LED on the drive flashed, he removed it and left the same way he had come. He stopped to take a picture of the tapestry with his mini tablet on the way out. What the hell? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The car picked Asher up from the station and dropped him at the Teledyne complex. Several new buildings were going up, but that was common everywhere. He stopped by the Armstrong Café for a quick roast beef sandwich so his stomach wouldn’t growl while he met with Director Styles. 
 
    He had several questions, but the tapestry was the first thing he wanted to tell her about. He didn’t know where she got her intel, other than from Wix’s people, but he had some suspicions that needed to be cleared up or put to bed. He hoped she lived up to her hints of having more information for him at this meeting. He had no reason to doubt she would, but he wasn’t certain. 
 
    The lobby was a hurricane of activity when he stepped through the sliding door. Directly to the left of the entrance was the security desk. Several guards were standing around a backpack next to it. Andrew, the security chief on station, looked up when Asher approached. 
 
    “Adam, good morning. We just found this backpack, and no one remembers seeing it earlier. It may be nothing, but we have a dog on the way. You picked a great time to visit.” 
 
    “When I get to see training put into action, it’s always a good time to visit,” Asher said as he scanned the room. 
 
    “Boss, look at this.” The lanky guard behind the desk—whose name was Ricardo if Asher recalled correctly—was scrolling through the video feeds leading up to the discovery of the pack. 
 
    Asher stepped up so he could see over Andrew’s shoulder. The guard fast forwarded through a couple of minutes that showed people moving rapidly through the lobby, as if in a cartoon. He slowed the video to normal speed and pointed at the security desk. A figure in a light gray suit came from the common area of the lobby and casually dropped the bag near the desk. The guard had been distracted by several people entering the front door together. The figure then made a large loop of the lobby and bumped lightly into three people, before changing course for the elevator.  
 
    Asher looked at the time stamp, then at his watch. “Andrew, who is in the director’s lobby?” 
 
    The security chief looked back at Asher, and realization dawned in his eyes. “I was. I came down to handle this.” 
 
    Asher pointed at the bag and headed for the elevator. “Find out what’s in there but be careful. I don’t think it’s a bomb, but it could be dangerous, nonetheless. Then come upstairs.” 
 
    The elevator ride was the longest of his life. When the elevator stopped on the penthouse floor, Asher jumped out before the door completely opened. He hurried across the small lobby and saw Edmond slouched in his chair. His eyes were open, and he was breathing, but he was clearly out of it. The door to the director’s office was closed, and Asher couldn’t get it to budge. He tried kicking it in but had no luck, so he ran back to Edmond’s desk.  
 
    A brief search revealed a button on the bottom of the desktop near the assistant’s left hand. Asher jabbed the button, ran back to the door, and pushed it open. His senses were on full alert as he stepped through and darted right.  
 
    The office was empty. Asher didn’t remember drawing his automatic, but it was in his hand, and he pointed it wherever he looked. He stepped around the desk, and his heart sank. Director Styles lay crumpled against the glass wall, blood still oozing from the wide, ugly gash across her throat. He knelt beside her, but it was too late. She was gone.  
 
    He stood and studied the room again. There was no place to hide and no other way out. The director’s private suite was through another door off the lobby, so no other rooms were immediately accessible from this one.  
 
    He studied the windows for any egress holes but found none. He was standing above his director’s body, thinking furiously, when he noticed the framed picture of the huge albino lion in the window’s reflection. 
 
    Asher spun and fired three shots into the low center of the picture. A slow second later, the hidden door pushed outward slowly, and a gray suited figure dropped to the floor. He kept his gun aimed at the figure and tapped a command on his tablet with his free hand. 
 
    Andrew answered immediately. “Yes, Adam. Is everything okay up there?”  
 
    “No. Send a team up here with a medic. Come directly to the director’s office.” He cut the call and knelt next to the assassin. She was still alive, but not for long.  
 
    Her eyes fluttered a couple of times, then opened. For a moment there was just confusion, then recognition. “You?”  
 
    Deedee looked the same, except her hair was cut in a short style currently worn by both men and women. “I guess it’s ironic it’s you who got me.” 
 
    She tried to sit up but fell back to the floor and coughed blood. Asher looked down on her and realized she was going fast. “Who sent you, Deedee? Did JalCom do this?” 
 
    She tried to laugh but broke out into bloody coughs again. After a short pause, she was able to speak. “I’m not with JalCom anymore. Well, not really, although they may think so.” She laughed harshly, then sagged back and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Who then?” He grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “What Corporation do you work for?” 
 
    The woman didn’t open her eyes, but she smiled slightly, whispering, “None of them, all of them.” 
 
    He shook his head in disgust. How had he let this happen? Why hadn’t he taken her alive and gotten more information? All he got was some delirious talk that made no sense. GODDAMMIT! 
 
    Andrew and two other security officers entered the office with weapons drawn. Andrew took in the dead assassin, Asher kneeling over her, and the director’s body. “Shit!”  
 
    He turned to someone behind him. “Check the director, Sean.” 
 
    Asher regained control, stood, and holstered his weapon. “I gained access to the room and found the director down and gone. There was no sign of anyone else, but I knew the director had a hidden compartment in her old office. I didn’t know what to expect, so I fired through the art.” 
 
    Andrew listened to Asher’s comments and nodded. It fit. He would have done the same thing.  
 
    Edmond stumbled through the doorway and leaned on the jamb. He gazed woozily from Asher to Andrew. “Director Styles? What happened?” 
 
    Andrew moved to catch the young man before he fell. “That’s what I want to know. What do you remember, Edmond?” 
 
    Edmond still looked confused. When he saw the dead woman on the floor, his eyes widened. “She came out of the elevator. She seemed friendly and said she had an appointment with Director Styles. I looked at my appointment calendar because I didn’t remember scheduling anything. That’s the last thing I remember. Where’s the director?” 
 
    Andrew escorted him out of the office and motioned for one of the security team to follow. A moment later, he came back through the door. “Williams will take him down to the infirmary. What’s your take on this Ashe… Adam?” 
 
    That the security chief had almost used Asher’s real name spoke to how shaken he was. Asher couldn’t blame him. 
 
    “This was an ordered hit, Andrew. I intend to find out by whom.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, Asher was interviewed by two directors he’d never met. The first was an elderly woman whose no-nonsense manner felt very professional. He answered every question as directly as she asked them. 
 
    Director Camille was clearly angry at the situation, but she was also reserved. “Tell me your thought process, Adam, from when you saw the video at the security station. You’ve described what you did, now I want to know why.” 
 
    Asher thought back. “When I saw the assassin walk off after dropping the bag, I didn’t know what she was doing. When she bumped into someone in the lobby, it looked like she was in a hurry, and the bump was an accident. But then she continued around the outskirts of the room and bumped into another person. At that point, I knew the bumps were intentional, but I still didn’t know why. After the third incident, she changed direction and headed directly for the elevator. I knew then what she was doing; she had been looking for a card that would allow her access to the elevator and the director’s level. I might have done the same thing in a similar situation.” 
 
    Camille stared directly into Asher’s eyes as she spoke. “Hmph. Have you ever been in a similar situation?” 
 
    He gazed back at her for a moment, caught off guard by the question. “Ma’am, the Specialist program has never been used for assassination. It was never intended to be. I, and other operators, have infiltrated target areas. People have been killed by Specialists, but never has any Specialist left on a mission intending to kill someone.” 
 
    After a couple of moments, the director nodded. “That is what director Styles told me as well. She was a driven woman and a friend. I want the person responsible for her death found and punished. If, when, we find that person, the Specialist program may experience a change in protocol. I know you have been the manager of the program, under Shawna’s tutelage, but I want no misunderstanding, Mr. Adam.” She lowered her voice and leaned forward. “When we find who is responsible, they will pay dearly.”  
 
    Asher’s second interview was with Director Piscal. Styles’ mentor seemed to be in his early sixties but was one of those fit men who could have been ten years older. He stood when Asher entered the room, and that said something about the man, which was encouraging.  
 
    “Adam, it is a pleasure to meet you, although the circumstances suck.” The director was nearly as tall as Styles had been but built like a professional athlete. He spoke quickly, with a firm yet quiet voice. Asher thought that could easily change if the situation required it. 
 
    Asher gripped the offered hand and looked into the welcoming face of the director. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    They both sat, and Piscal began. “First, you need to know that Shawna was my friend. We spoke often, and she thought highly of you.” He sat back in his chair and locked his gaze on Asher. “She shared your conversations about directorship, and that you declined the offer, with me. That you selected your retirement and family time over the power and prestige of being a director speaks highly of you. Most would have chosen differently. Unfortunately, the type of person we need, now more than ever, is one who would decline the offer.” 
 
    Asher felt humbled by the remarks. He felt the determination more powerful than ever to find Director Styles’ killer. The one who had ordered the assassination—he had already dealt with the actual killer. 
 
    “Sir, I intend to find out who did this, and I intend to make them pay. It is my understanding the directors police themselves, but Director Styles created the Specialist program and made it what it is today. Her guidance helped Teledyne create a program of top-tier operators that eclipses what other Corporations currently have, and an intelligence gathering arm that’s next to none in its capabilities. On top of that, I respected the woman more than any leader I have worked for. What happened to her is inexcusable.” 
 
    Asher realized his voice had become increasingly strained as he spoke. He forced himself to relax. The director across from him met his gaze. He could see fire in the man’s eyes and knew they shared a similar anger. 
 
    “Adam, I have known Shawna Styles for over half her life. I know the type of woman, the type of leader, she was. I see proof of her abilities in you and the Specialist program. She took it over because she thought it should be so much more than her predecessor was making it. She shared with me how instrumental you have been in making it what it is today and what it will be in the future.” 
 
    Asher relaxed again while Director Piscal spoke. He could see the effect Styles’ assassination was having on the man. The director’s voice was flint hard. 
 
    “So, I am giving you a mandate. A mission if you will. I want you to find the person responsible and make him or her pay. No matter what any other director tells you to do, keep this investigation going until you find the person responsible, then take them down.” Piscal had leaned forward as he spoke. He placed his hand on the desk, palm up. In it was a small talisman. “Take this. If anyone questions your mission, show this to them. It will placate them and verify that you are on this quest for me.” 
 
    The director stared into his eyes with clenched jaws. “Any director or equal in any Corporation.”  
 
    Asher studied the item for a moment, then placed it in his interior jacket pocket. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good man. Now, tell me everything you know about this assassin and the events leading up to now.” 
 
    Asher sat back and gathered his thoughts. “Well, sir. To tell you everything you should know, I need to go back several years…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Specialist Facility 
 
    Baja 
 
    September 2042 
 
      
 
    Light was just illuminating the sky across the eastern horizon when Asher finished the fifth mile of his morning run. He was bitter at the lack of activity in the search for Styles’ killer but work continued. He had some leads from Jett’s people that he’d followed up on, but all had led to dead ends.  
 
    It was surprising how normal work had been. A new program leader had yet to step up, but he had received a steady flow of mission assignments from Jett’s intel gathering group and various directors. The program had continued to grow and run efficiently, but he expected a new boss any day. He wasn’t sure how he would feel when it happened.  
 
    Styles had let him run the program and had sent mission requests as needed. Otherwise, the workload was determined by Intel’s new data and any blanks in it that needed to be filled. He was due a call from Jett this morning. Hopefully she would have some news about the director’s assassination he could act on. She had given him a promising lead last week, but nothing had come of it yet. 
 
    Asher walked into the office that had been Director Styles’ when she was onsite. He noticed the message light flashing on his tablet and glanced quickly at the sender’s name. He wasn’t surprised to see it was Wix. The message read, “What’s the possibility of an in-person meeting?”  
 
    He glanced at his watch and tapped the comm button on his tablet. “Alex, get me a ticket to the Reno complex for this morning, please.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Return trip open?” 
 
    Asher paused a moment, then answered, “Yes. Thank you, Alex.” No telling what Jett needed to talk about or where it would lead. 
 
    He stood in the shower with hot water running over him and thought about the last few months. 
 
    Obsidian and Delik Unified were still pounding each other and killing untold thousands of innocents in the process. JalCom was watching, as was Teledyne. Discussions were happening at JalCom’s management level about what would happen next, depending on whether Obsidian or DU was victorious. The spyware he had installed on their servers last year had worked well. 
 
    Jett’s people had picked up communications regarding something big in Brazil. It sounded like the tech that had caused the downfall of Oliver Corp was coming to some sort of fruition. She didn’t have many details, but there had been lots of chatter and beefing up of security. 
 
     Jett had also found a couple of messages on the dark net asking about someone called “Mantle.” The messages had originated inside Teledyne, probably from a director, but once the message was answered, the stream had been lost. He really hoped she had something new for him on that front. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It only took a few hours to get to Reno on the high-speed rail, with one stop and transfer in San Diego. Asher was tempted to spend some time there on the way back. He was curious how Ray was getting on. They spoke occasionally, but it had been a year or so since their last visit. 
 
    He stepped down from the rail station in Reno and found a car from the Teledyne complex waiting for him. He made himself comfortable in the back and forwarded a message to Jett saying he would be there shortly. He knew she already knew, but it was only polite. He suspected she had sent the car. 
 
    The car hummed along, and he remembered the last time he had come here. He had stopped to eat before going to meet Director Styles. If he hadn’t stopped, if he hadn’t been stalling, he might have been there in time to prevent her death. He wasn’t even sure why he had been stalling. Then the picture of Wayneright’s daughter floated through his mind, and he cringed. He had been stalling because he had dreaded asking her about that picture. He had dreaded her refusal to discuss it. He had dreaded what he would have found out if she had discussed it. 
 
    The Teledyne complex Tahoe/Reno had continued to grow, despite Director Styles’ absence. It was clearly thirty percent, or more, larger. He wondered who was driving the growth. Had Phillips taken over? Someone else? He also wondered what the director’s pool looked like now. Were there a lot more of them or were the numbers about the same? 
 
    The car glided to a smooth stop on the curb outside Wix’s building, and Asher got out with a small sigh. A light, fall mist hung in the air, and the smell of wet asphalt clung to his senses. The door opened, and Jett exited with a paisley umbrella and motioned for him to follow her.  
 
    They strolled along the sidewalk to a small bakery a couple of blocks away. He held the door as she folded the umbrella and stepped through. They placed their orders and found a table in the corner away from any windows. They still hadn’t said a word to each other. He was curious about the silence; it wasn’t her way.  
 
    She sat and removed a small device from the large floral printed bag she carried. He sat forward in the tall café chair and sipped his coffee. She placed the static field generator in the middle of the table and pushed the single button on the side. He felt the change in air pressure, and Jett nodded. “We’re good now, Adam.” 
 
    The name concerned him. It wasn’t like Jett to call him by his code name without sarcasm in her voice. “Okay. What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Jett glanced around the small area and sipped her green tea. She looked back at him with obvious concern in her eyes. “Asher, the order came from inside Teledyne.” 
 
    He nodded. “It honestly doesn’t surprise me, Jett. Some of the things Director Styles told me the last time we spoke… well, let’s just say, there has been some dissension among a few of the directors.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Asher? Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “She swore me to secrecy, but she was going to tell me more when we met that day. She hinted at several things going on among the directors.” 
 
    He took out his personal tablet and scrolled to the photo of Wayneright’s daughter. “What do you think of this?” 
 
    She looked at the photo for a long moment and then back at him. “A mermaid? Is that director Wayneright’s daughter? From before, in San Diego?” 
 
    “It is. Look at the inscription at the bottom.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m missing something. Was this in the director’s office?” 
 
    Asher shook his head and lowered his voice. “It was in JalCom’s tower. The one I infiltrated to plant the spyware.” 
 
    Her eyes grew wide as she looked at the photo, then back at him. “What. The. Fuck.” 
 
    “I know. I was going to discuss it with her that day, and a few other things. She had a statue of a horse. The feet were always covered whenever I was there, but one day, I saw Obsidian’s emblem on one of the hooves. She also occasionally had intel you didn’t have yet. The day we met, she gave me those comm codes for JalCom, remember?” 
 
    Jett nodded. “Why though? If she was a spy, why build the Specialists, let alone make the program as good as she did? What could her end game have been?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I don’t think she was a spy. I think there was something else, something bigger, but I can’t put the pieces together.” He shook his head in frustration. “Yet.” 
 
    “Hmph. I’ll dig and see what else I can find.” She held up a hand to stop his comment. “I know, dig carefully. I will.” 
 
    “Good. Now, what else do you have?” 
 
    “Brazil. They’ve been spending a lot of time and money on some kind of nanite research. Not just a little, Asher. A tremendous amount of time and money. There is a relatively small Corporation in Sao Palo, Tecnologia de Saude Superior or Superior Heath Technology. It’s the same one that was on our radar a couple of years ago. This time, though, there is something there. We’ve had a Specialist down there for a while now, and he was sending reports regularly. I don’t have a clear picture since he’s not inside, but he has gotten close to someone who is. This is big, Asher, but he quit reporting two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Damn it! That’s bad.” 
 
    “Yes. I hoped he had run into a small delay, but that long with no report is bad.” 
 
    “Hmph.” He sat with his fingers steepled for a moment. “I think I need to go down there and check it out. Can you create a back story for me? Use my time at TTC as an anchor. No one has coding language as good as ours, so that can be the carrot we dangle to get me in.” 
 
    “Asher, you have to be careful. We know of two people who have been caught there. They are going to be on their guard.” 
 
    “Right.” He considered the problem for a few minutes, then looked at her with a sly smile. “Let’s make them come to me.” 
 
    Jett smiled for the first time. “Of course. I’ll create a sweet resume for you with some obvious hints that point to your baby. Can you make something good that isn’t quite as good as ours?” 
 
    “I already have. I made a couple that were good, just not good enough. I’ll dust one of those off. How long do you think it will take to get it out there and grab their attention?” 
 
    Jett considered for a moment. “Minimum of two weeks. There is no guarantee, as I’m sure you know, but I feel confident I can get it in front of them within that timeframe. I’ll get on it immediately and keep you in the loop.”  
 
    Asher locked eyes with her for a moment and grimaced. “You know you have to be careful, Jett, but I’m telling you anyway. This is a two-sided front. Someone on the inside took out Director Styles, and now we’ve lost contact with our Specialist on the ground in Brazil.” 
 
    She nodded and held his gaze. “I know, Asher, and I’m not just saying that. I am already considering what to do to keep everything even more hidden. I may work off site for a week or so.” 
 
    He nodded and raised an eyebrow. “Do you remember the mission I was coming back from when I planted that spyware at JalCom? Why don’t you take a vacation in New Orleans and spend some time with our friends there? You’ll at least be physically protected if you’re with them.” 
 
    She nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll need to set a few things in motion here first, but I think that is an outstanding idea, Ass.” 
 
    Asher smiled for the first time since they started talking. 
 
    Jett sobered and reached for her cube. She paused and looked at him before turning it off. “I’ll let you know when I find out who sent the message to take out the director. It was in a conversation with ‘Mantle,’ whatever or whoever that is. But the good news is, I’m into their comm codes now and will eventually find both answers.” 
 
    He nodded, and she deactivated the screen and slipped it into her bag. They drained their cups and stood. Asher opened the door and let her step out after he glanced around outside.  
 
    “I’m going over to the security offices to be seen, then I’m going to stop by the tower to see what’s happening. I’m not going to stop by your office before I leave this evening unless you need me too. I think I’m going to go home for a few weeks. Maybe you should take a vacation. Stop by and see us if you like; I know some people who would love to see you.” 
 
    Jett smiled as they approached the entrance to her building. “I think I may just do that, Adam. Have a safe trip back.” 
 
    He held the door for her, then headed for the security offices.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “My question is, what will you do when you find out who did it? I know you, and you’re not the assassin type.” Laurel’s question was direct as usual, but it never bothered Asher. He was usually quick to decide, and went all in once he did, but this time was different. 
 
    “I’ll take the information to Director Piscal and follow his orders.” Asher was sitting on the porch. Laurel sat in a rocking chair across from him. He wasn’t in the jovial mood he was usually in when he was home with his family, but he was trying, mostly unsuccessfully, not to let it affect his visit. 
 
    “You know, I’ve taken lives before, when I had no choice. The assassin, then two of those punks in the alley in St Louis. I’ve never included someone’s death in my mission plans, however.” 
 
    “I know that Asher, and this mission would be all about a person’s death. It would be the sole reason for the mission. Will you willingly accept that mission if Piscal gives it to you? I know you won’t push it off onto someone else.” 
 
    “No, I would never ask someone else to do it. So, I guess that’s the answer. I will accept it because I believe it needs to be done. There is no law unless the directors police themselves. No higher authority holds them accountable for their actions. Whoever did this deserves to be punished, and others must see these sorts of actions won’t be tolerated.” 
 
    “Which brings up another subject. Who is this ‘Mantle,’ and is that how they policed themselves in the past? Because that is something else that will need to be addressed.” 
 
    “That it exists holds directors accountable, but if it can be used to further one director’s goals at the expense of directors who are obstacles, it is failing. It is no more than a hired mercenary group.” 
 
    “My concern, dearest, is that your Specialists will become no more than a hired mercenary group themselves.” She watched him closely while they talked, and she could see that concern was troubling him, too.  
 
    Asher fell silent, his eyes on the children playing in the yard. After a couple of minutes, he glanced back at his wife. “I worry about that as well. It wasn’t what the director wanted. On several occasions, she mentioned how we would have to closely monitor our missions. She stood her ground with the board when it came to assassination. She was serious about it, and so am I.  
 
    “Unfortunately, once that cat’s out of the bag, there is no putting it back. The only way to do this and keep a handle on it, is if no one knows for certain who was responsible.” He looked for her reaction. 
 
    It was Laurel’s turn to watch their children thoughtfully for a few moments. “I trust you to do what’s right, love, if it is something you think you can do without turning the program into something much darker.” She looked at him and smiled sadly. “I worry about you. I know you can be a very determined person, and once you set that incredible mind of yours to a task, nothing gets in your way. Once you make a decision, you go about achieving your goals unfluctuatingly.” 
 
    “That’s not a word.” Asher felt the mood lighten a bit and realized that had been his wife’s purpose. Not that he could blame her; he hadn’t been the best company for several months as the director’s murder had gone unsolved, and he had grown more determined and more frustrated. 
 
    “Understand my meaning, you did,” she said with a wry twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “But I do not think that means what you think that means.” He smiled while he watched her out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Did you just Inigo Montoya me?” 
 
    He looked at her accusingly. “Only because you just Yoda’d me.” 
 
    “Fine.” She punched his shoulder and stood. “Let’s go show these kids how to play badminton.” 
 
    He stood and followed her into the yard and felt the mood lighten even more. “Okay, what say we go boys against girls?” 
 
    “You’re on!” his wife called over her shoulder. She grabbed a couple of rackets and tossed one in his direction. “You’ll be so sorry you suggested this. Just remember, it was your idea.” 
 
    Several hours later, as they lounged in the hot tub on the back patio, he was a lot more content than he had been in a while. The exercise and the family time had worn through the stress of worry. He realized how lucky he was to have Laurel for his wife.  
 
    “So, tell me about this trip you’re taking to South America.”  
 
    “More accurately, Brazil. Apparently, there is a small Corporation in Sao Paolo that has made some substantial breakthroughs in nanite technology. I’m going to see what I can find out. It sounds like it might be some significant advancements. If that is the case, we need to approach them with an offer before the other Corporations do.” 
 
    “I know you’re going to be careful, but I’ll tell you anyway. Be careful.” She had scooted closer as she spoke, and she leaned over to kiss his cheek.  
 
    “You’re correct. I will be, but I appreciate the sentiment.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and squeezed tight. 
 
    “It was good seeing Jett last week. You should invite her to come here more often. I feel bad that she really doesn’t have any family or people to spend time with.” 
 
    Asher nodded and kissed the top of her head. “She has people, just not family. I know she’s in contact with a couple of folks she used to ‘hang’ with. Her term. Anyway, she talks to one friend fairly often, but I don’t know if they ever get together.” 
 
    “Well, we enjoyed having her. You should definitely invite her more often. Tell her the invite’s from me.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to the next time I see her.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Running footsteps sounded through the house as the twins raced for the front door at the sound of the doorbell. Gwen beat her sister by two steps and stood with her back to the door and her arms outstretched. “Ha! You’re slower than a snail on a turtle’s back!” 
 
    “Shut it, Gwendolyn! You were a lot closer than I was.” 
 
    “Your sloooow, Clairice!”  
 
    Laurel chuckled at the twins’ good-natured ribbing. “Do you think one of you should answer the door, maybe?” 
 
    “Yes, Mom!” the girls said in unison. 
 
    She heard the door open and close. “Nobody’s there, Mom, just a package for Dad.” 
 
    Asher wiped his hands on the kitchen towel and walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    “What do we have, girls?” he asked. Clair carried the box past him and into the kitchen where she placed it on the table.  
 
    He looked at the address label and his breath caught. Laurel walked up behind him just in time to hear. “What it is, hon?” 
 
    He looked up at his wife and then placed his index finger on the sender info. She followed his gaze and felt a chill. His finger rested just below the name “Shawna Styles.” There was no return address and nothing to show where it had come from. Just her name in the “from” location and Asher’s in the “to.” 
 
    Their eyes locked for a long minute, then she turned to their daughters. “Clair, Gwen, take the boys and go play out back for a little while, okay?” 
 
    The girls could tell something was going on because they sobered immediately. “Okay, Momma,” Gwen said. Clair nodded her head, ponytail bouncing. 
 
    Laurel turned back to Asher and the package after the back door closed behind their children. “Well, Mallone, let’s see what the Ghost of Christmas Past sent you.” 
 
    He pulled a folding knife from his pocket to slice through the packing tape, and he glanced at his wife with a raised eyebrow when she leaned forward, nearly blocking his view of the contents. She leaned back with a sheepish grin. “What? Can’t a girl be curious?” 
 
    Despite the solemnity of the package in front of them, he felt himself smile. He revered Laurel’s ability to draw a smile from him in such a circumstance. 
 
    Asher opened the flaps of the box and inhaled sharply. Very carefully, he removed the contents and placed it on the table in front of them. 
 
    “A wooden carving of a horse?” Laurel asked with a suspicious wrinkle to her brows. 
 
    “Not just any horse, love. This is the statue the director had in her office. I noticed it was gone, but it was her personal property, so I assumed it would show up somewhere eventually.” 
 
    Laurel lifted the dark horse and grunted, surprised by the weight. Asher removed the silk coverings from the hooves and revealed what he subconsciously knew would be there. Each hoof was marked with a symbol representing one of the four major Corporations—Obsidian, Delik Unified, JalCom, and, of course, Teledyne. 
 
    BING 
 
    The message notification from his tablet startled them both. 
 
    Asher grinned sheepishly at his wife as he checked his tablet and recognized a number Jett used to communicate with him covertly. “I need to take this, it’s Jett.” 
 
    Laurel nodded once, curls bouncing, and he smiled again. 
 
    He stabbed the accept key and looked at Wix’s face on the screen. 
 
    “Hey, Adam. The meeting is set with our friends. One week from tomorrow at their facility. They are sending travel tickets and will pick you up at the Frisco airport at ten in the morning, Tuesday, the third. Do you need anything from me?” 
 
    Asher shook his head. “No, I’m all set. I am going to take some precautions and travel down early. I’ll send you a note once I get there and again whenever I can throughout the visit. Don’t be surprised if you don’t get anything the first several days, they’ll be watching me much closer. 
 
    “On another note, are you going back to the office soon, or are you enjoying your vacation?” 
 
    Wix looked around dubiously and took in the plush furniture and stylish accoutrements of the safe house and smiled at him. “This isn’t the comfort I’m accustomed to, but I will probably hang out here for another few days. I should be back in the office before you make contact.” 
 
    Asher nodded gravely at his friend. “I know your creature comforts are important, and we can’t have you uncomfortable while looking out for us in the field. You know, sleeping in hovels and being thankful for a roof of any kind.” 
 
    Jett looked back with a similarly grave expression. “Should we make the regular reservation for you? Marriot resort? Suite with ocean view?” 
 
    He laughed at her expression and shook his head. “I’ll get by. Be careful and let me know if you find anything on our other search.” 
 
    She smiled back fondly. “You be careful. I have a strong lead, but I need to verify it just a bit more. I’ll send you a message via SkyBox once I have. Honestly, a couple of days, and I’ll have a name for you.” 
 
    Asher felt his back stiffen, and he clenched his jaw. “Thank you. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    She nodded and cut the communication.  
 
    After the screen went blank, he looked at his wife who had been paying attention discreetly out of view of the tablet’s camera. 
 
    “Well, hon. I guess I need to take off as soon as I can. I want to spend a little time in country to brush up on my Portuguese and get a feel for the area. Can you store this at your office while I’m gone? I really don’t want the kids seeing and talking about it to anyone.” 
 
    Laurel nodded thoughtfully and placed the heavy carving back in its box. “I’ll put it in evidence with some fictional name on it. That’ll be as safe a place as any. That work?” 
 
    He smiled. “Of course. It’s much better than anything I would have thought of on the spur of the moment.”  
 
    She smiled, obviously appreciating the praise. “Stop it. You’re making my head swell.” 
 
    He laughed and pulled her close into a bear hug. “I’ll send you notes as I can. Don’t be overly concerned if it takes a few days for me to gain enough of their confidence to feel safe sending a message.” 
 
    Laurel squeezed back. “Okay, but I’m going to worry anyway. It’s what wives do.” 
 
    He silently vowed he would do everything in his power to be done with this career as soon as possible once he got back. If he could get this information for the powers that be, he would have some real leverage to request the retirement he had been working toward for the last several years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Salvador International Airport 
 
    Salvador, Brazil 
 
    October 2042 
 
      
 
    Arlo De Leon was the fourth passenger to come into the airport lounge. He didn’t fly often for logistical reasons and was slightly uncomfortable in the interior of any airplane. Trains were significantly easier to exit during a trip, if needed; that was nearly impossible with air travel. 
 
    He glanced around the terminal quickly categorizing any potential immediate threats, then stepped to the side to consult his tablet. Gazing over the tablet, he took a more intense look at his surroundings. There didn’t appear to be anyone paying any more or less attention to him than to the several hundred other travelers departing the redeye from Mexico City, so he tapped a few fictional commands on his tablet and hurried off toward baggage claim.  
 
    He hadn’t brought any baggage other than the carry-on across his shoulder, but it was where most everyone else was going. The baggage carousel was already turning when he arrived. Everyone was focused on the circulating luggage, so he walked up to the rental counters and appeared to check his reservation for the correct desk. After a moment, he glanced around again to make sure he hadn’t drawn any attention. He felt comfortably ignored, so he exited the area and hailed the nearest cab. 
 
    Arlo/Asher chose a hotel a half-hour north of the airport near the water, but close to the rail station. He had done a lot of research on Brazil, in general, and San Paolo/Rio, specifically, over the last few weeks, but time on the ground was invaluable. Jett had been in contact with the TSS Corporation, and they were expecting him in a week’s time. He would ignore the travel arrangements they’d made for him and explain that he had come to the area sooner than planned for some R&R prior to, hopefully, starting a new job. 
 
    The freshly cleaned hotel room was nice and had a great view of the ocean. He slid the balcony doors open and smelled the salt on the warm breeze. At times like this, he wondered if he should bring his family to some beach resort to retire. The girls would love it, but the crime rate in areas like this was abysmal. On second thought, his family could live in Texas for a few more years until the twins were off to college or beginning their careers. 
 
    Texas had locations on the Gulf that had less crime and more ocean. He signed onto his tablet’s VPN suite to send messages to Laurel and Jett to let them know he was safely in country. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sao Paulo/Rio Rail Station 
 
    Sao Paolo, Brazil 
 
    November 2042 
 
      
 
    Aromas of food carts and the ocean drifted through the moisture-laden air. Arlo De Leon watched the traffic, automobiles, bicycles, and foot traffic swirl around the ultra-modern rail station. Thousands of people dodged each other and the semi-stationary carts laden with every type of food he could conceive. Carts with baked goods, roasted vegetables, ice cream, and rotisserie mystery meats were manned by hawkers in brightly colored clothing, shouting to get the attention of passersby.  
 
    Arlo meandered through the crowd as though he were out for a Sunday stroll. He occasionally stopped to chat with a vendor or examine whatever questionably edible caught his attention. Most vendors spoke Portuguese, Spanish, and English, and the conversation flowed seamlessly in all three languages. He had grown up in southwest Texas, so he spoke Spanish as well as he did English. Portuguese was one of several languages he had picked up during college and his time in the military. 
 
    Asher was an hour early for his meeting with Kelvin Redik of TSS, Technologia Superior de Salud, so he was using his free time to learn what he could about the area. The city had changed so much since he had been there last, nearly twenty years prior.  
 
    Raucous music assaulted his ears from every third car or so, and he wondered if any of those people worked, or if they just drove around slowly going deaf, while the rest of the population cringed. He chuckled to himself and decided to meander toward the enormous complex a couple of blocks south and east of the rail station and street fair. He would still be at least a half hour early, but that should make a good impression on his prospective employers. 
 
    The front gates of the courtyard stood open, flanked by a couple of bored guards with automatic weapons propped by the guard house door and service revolvers on their hips. They watched Asher approach with mild interest, and at the last moment, one of them stepped forward to meet him at the sidewalk. 
 
    “Can I help you, sir?” The guard was slightly taller than Asher and at least fifty pounds heavier. He appeared to be the senior of the two guards. 
 
    Asher smiled and presented his California driver’s license. “Yes, sir. My name is Arlo De Leon, and I have an appointment with Mr. Redik this morning. I’m sorry, but I am a little early.” 
 
    The guard studied the ID for a moment, then glanced back at his partner, who had been looking at a tablet. The partner looked up and nodded, and the senior guard handed the ID back to him. “We have you on the schedule, Mr. De Leon. My associate will escort you to the main entrance.” 
 
    Asher followed the younger guard, who set off at a quick clip toward the main building, which was at least ten stories and spanned several blocks. It looked like it might have started life as a hospital, then been transformed into a modern steel and glass office building.  
 
    Teledyne, he reflected, tended to build up, as did the other Corporations he had visited in the last several years. TSS had taken a different approach by renovating the older building into something that met their needs. Maybe Director Styles’ comments about money meaning nothing was more accurate with the larger corporations than with small ones like TSS, and maybe the powers at TSS aspired to become one of those larger corporations. 
 
    The courtyard was easily as large as any city block in the area. It was surrounded by a stone wall about ten feet tall and topped with large loops of concertina wire. The circular drive was stamped concrete and branched off to a small parking lot. He followed the guard across the walkway that cut directly down the middle of the drive. They navigated around a fountain that was easily forty feet across and featured marble statues depicting several dancing couples attired in the flowing dress of the region. 
 
    The front doors slid silently open to reveal a secondary door attended by three more guards. The steel and glass door was locked from the inside and led to a metal detector. The guards spoke briefly, then Asher was handed off to a female captain who was easily six inches taller than him.  
 
    Whereas the gate guards had been bored and somewhat lax, those manning this station were anything but. The captain studied his ID and compared the photo to his face.  
 
    “Mr. De Leon, the R&D manager is expecting you, however you are a bit early. If you will relax here for a moment, I’ll ask if he is ready to receive you.” She gestured toward a long bench along the wall opposite the security desk. 
 
    He sat and watched approvingly as they went about their business. One of the guards always had eyes on him. He took note of everything he could see, from the cameras to the weapons the guards were carrying. This was a well-managed security team. He would need to keep that in mind. 
 
    The guard captain returned after a short time and motioned for Asher to follow her. He walked through the metal detector and accepted the tablet he was certain they had scanned. 
 
    “This way, please.”  
 
    He followed the captain through a huge lobby reminiscent of a grand hotel in New York or Chicago. She led him through one of the many doors lining the walls of the lobby into a conference room.  
 
    “Please sit here, sir. Mr. Redik will be with you shortly.” Without waiting for a response, she left the room and pulled the door closed behind her. 
 
    Asher looked around and picked out several places where cameras could be easily hidden. He had just sat when a door at the rear of the room opened to admit an enormous man. The man took him in with a solemn glance and walked easily, for a person his size, across the room to the refreshment station. 
 
    “Would you care for coffee or water, Mr. De Leon?” 
 
    Asher, who had stood when the man entered, nodded. “Yes, sir. Water is fine; I’ve had a few cups of coffee this morning already.” 
 
    “Of course. Here you are then.” Asher accepted the bottled water from his host as they both sat. 
 
    “Thank you. Mr. Redik, I presume?” 
 
    “Indeed.” Redik pulled an old-fashioned folder from beneath his arm. “Your resume is impressive, Mr. De Leon. How is it that someone hasn’t hired you already?” 
 
    Asher had expected that to be one of the first questions. “Well, sir, I haven’t been looking for employment for quite some time. I have been running my own business, which has been fairly successful, since the last Corporation I worked for was taken over by one of the bigger fish.” 
 
    “So, why is it you’re looking now?” Redik continued to peruse the folder. 
 
    “My mother recently passed. One of the reasons I ran my own business was to have the freedom to care for her.” He looked uncomfortable as he continued. “If I’m being totally honest, I’ve received a couple of vague threats from agents of one of the large Corporations. I don’t see any sense in poking a dragon, so I decided to close my small business and start over. I also decided a move was in order, and your offer of interest was perfectly timed. Europe and South America were both on my short list, so this opportunity seemed to be exactly what I was looking for.” 
 
    Redik finally looked up and grunted. “I suppose it is, and I am sorry for your loss. Regarding the threats, we’ve heard of similar things happening to other entrepreneurs. It is unfortunate, but it does push some of the better technicians and tradespeople to work for entities like us, so it is beneficial for us in the end. We treat our people well, so it is also beneficial for them in the end, too.” 
 
    A small smile played on Asher’s lips. He had not heard of such threats being made on a large scale, but it didn’t surprise him.  
 
    “It is a shame they can’t leave us alone. At least some businesses are still offering decent employment.” Jett had filled him in on the nuances of TSS’ attempts to make their employees feel more like a team than individual employees. He didn’t want to push it too far just yet. Better to let Redik bring it up first. 
 
    “Mr. De Leon, can I call you Arlo?” 
 
    Asher nodded. “Please do.” 
 
    “Thank you. As I was saying, Arlo, we attempt to make every employee feel like they’re part of our family. We have a culture that makes people want to remain a part of it. At least, that is our goal. Now, I am not in human resources, so I am not here to sell TSS to you, however, I would like for you to join our team. I believe you have a skill set that will help us with a couple of projects we are working on, projects that could move us up to the next level in the eyes of the rest of the world.” 
 
    Asher raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Redik smiled. “Proprietary projects, unfortunately, but if you decide to join us, and you pass our background checks, I will be happy to fill you in. I can tell you this: we are very near completion on two primary projects. Either of them would move us up to the next level I mentioned. Both, however, are within our grasp. I am specifically interested in your claim that you have written a programming code that is more efficient than anything currently on the market.” 
 
    Asher’s internal smile was much larger now that he knew he was in. “Well, not only the code, but a coding language that is better than anything else by an order of magnitude. It’s really interesting…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Superior Health Technology Corp. 
 
    Sao Paolo, Brazil 
 
    January 2043 
 
      
 
    Kelvin Redik pushed through the door into Asher’s lab. Asher looked up and raised an eyebrow at the stern look on the larger man’s face. “What is it, Kelvin?” 
 
    “The time has come, my friend, to fully assimilate you.” 
 
    Asher could feel the lightness in the other man’s words, despite his attempt at severity. He put a faux serious look on his own face and moved out from behind the terminal where he had worked for the last couple of months.  
 
    “Okay, I give freely to assimilation.” 
 
    Kelvin’s face crumbled into laughter, and Asher’s soon followed. The big man gestured for Asher to follow him. The two walked together and exchanged small talk until they came to the bank of elevators in the center of the building. The big man walked past the elevator doors with the large green stripe across the middle and stopped in front of a single door with a diagonal red stripe. He looked at Asher with a lopsided grin.  
 
    “My friend, I am going to introduce you to someone you will find extremely interesting.” 
 
    “I can hardly wait.” He didn’t have to fake interest or anxiousness as the door slid open, and they stepped into the elevator.  
 
    Redik slid a data card into a reader and placed his left eye in front of a scanner. Asher was a little surprised by the level of electronic security, considering the extensive use of paper he witnessed daily. They relied heavily on old school methods, and that was one of the reasons, he was certain, the secrets in this Corporation tended to stay secret. There was very little on the central network worth stealing. He knew; he had seen all of it.  
 
    “Where are we going, Kelvin?” 
 
    “You’ll see. First impressions are important, you see. I want you to witness something, then give me your honest feedback.” 
 
    Several minutes later, they walked into a full medical lab. The walls were lined with monitors and scanners of all sorts. A mid-sized computer bank along one wall looked suspiciously like one of the few super-conductor super computers around the world. He had known where all of them were when he was in the military. Obviously, someone had built another. He admitted to himself that he shouldn’t be surprised. There were probably several others now that governments had become the talking heads of Corporations. 
 
    Standing near a stainless table in the center of the room was a face he knew. His surprise was complete when he recognized the Specialist known as Phillip. Asher had recruited him to the program as a veteran of the Navy SEALS. 
 
    Asher stiffened slightly and readied himself for whatever came next. Redik noticed the slight change and chuckled. “Don’t let his nudity bother you, my friend. I sometimes forget what prudes you Americans can be. Trust me, it no longer bothers him. He doesn’t even notice.” 
 
    Asher was relieved by the man’s misunderstanding of his reaction to the naked man standing in the middle of the room. He forced himself to relax and followed Redik toward the Specialist. 
 
    “Now, without giving too much away, let me introduce you to Andy. Why don’t you introduce yourself and talk with it… him for a couple moments?”  
 
    Asher walked up to the naked Specialist. He could see the man’s eyes following him with obvious curiosity, but no recognition. “Hello, Andy, I’m Arlo. How are you doing today?” 
 
    The pleasant voice that responded belonged to Phillip, but it had an odd, clipped articulation that Phillip’s never had. “I am well, Arlo. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. How are you today?” 
 
    Andy’s brown eyes met Asher’s levelly, and he extended his right hand. Asher grasped the offered hand, and Andy shook twice, up then down and repeat. It all seemed very programmed. He looked questionably over his shoulder at Kelvin. The big man just smiled and gestured at Andy with his massive head. 
 
    “Did I shake hands incorrectly?” Andy asked. He glanced from Asher to Redik. 
 
    “Not at all,” Asher answered. He cocked his head to one side. “Andy, where were you born?” 
 
    Andy looked at Kelvin, then back at Asher. “I was not born as you were, Arlo. I came to awareness here, however, two hundred seventy-seven thousand three hundred nine minutes ago. I can present the time in seconds if you would prefer. Or hours, days, etc.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Andy. That’s fine. It isn’t important.” 
 
    Andy cocked his head to one side as if considering his comments for a second. “I understand your meaning, I believe, but for some reason, I do find it is important to me. Perhaps as some people’s age is important to them? I am not yet sure, but I will contemplate it.” 
 
    “Of course, Andy. I didn’t mean to imply your age wasn’t important to me, but how it was presented wasn’t. It’s the same amount of time, regardless of how it’s presented, correct?”  
 
    “Yes, of course. It is a pretention with this form of communication, and yet, it is preferred to the written form.” 
 
    Kelvin stepped up and placed his hand on Asher’s shoulder. His eyes bore into Asher’s as they stepped away from Andy and sat at a large table against one of the walls. “So, tell me your thoughts.” 
 
    “He speaks like a computer, one of the artificial assistants that came into favor a few decades ago. But I must admit, his realism is much more accurate. I felt as if he was actually considering our conversation.” 
 
    A smile crept across Kelvin’s face. “That’s because it was.” 
 
    Asher stared at the man for a moment as it sank in. 
 
    Redik continued, “Its name is ANDI, A-N-D-I. Artificial Neural Displaced Intelligence.” 
 
    Asher found his mouth had opened, and he snapped it shut while continuing to stare at the bigger man. 
 
    “The body is that of a spy we caught some months ago. He was trying to steal our research data for one of the larger Corporations. Whoever trained him did an extremely good job; he never broke. After we realized he wouldn’t, we made use of his body. It was in quite good condition, despite our attempts to break him.” 
 
    Asher felt his rage building at the lightheartedness this man was displaying regarding the torture of his operative. After a mental deep breath, he realized the man was nothing more than a Corporate spy to Redik. He still didn’t like it. 
 
    “So, after we chemically lobotomized the host, we used his body to give ANDI a place to reside. ANDI has access to the entire body. ALL of it. It controls the entirety of the host’s functions and experiences all the host’s senses. It is part of the body.” Kelvin watched for a reaction from Asher and smiled when his eyes widened in amazement. 
 
    “You’re telling me, you’ve created an artificial intelligence and installed it in a human body? It could walk around among other people, and they wouldn’t have any idea he wasn’t as real as they were?” This was so far removed from the information he had come here to find. It was revolutionary in so many ways. The ability to create cyborgs with artificial limbs and parts had been around for a few years but was still new enough to be considered cutting edge. 
 
    “Exactly! And that’s not all. Come.” 
 
    They rejoined the AI, and Kelvin said, “ANDI, do some pull ups.” 
 
    Asher’s jaw dropped when the man squatted slightly and leapt thirty feet to the ceiling of the lab, where a pull up bar was installed, and began to perform pull ups faster than Asher had ever witnessed. 
 
    He stepped back and watched the impossible with open-mouthed awe for a couple of minutes, and the man never slowed. After Asher pulled his thoughts together, he looked at Kelvin. “Okay. I’m impressed. How the hell is he doing that?” 
 
    The big man had an entirely too smug look on his face. “That, my skeptical friend, is the result of a new type of nanite treatment.” 
 
    Asher shook his head and stared at the R&D manager.  
 
    Kelvin whispered, “Come down now, ANDI.” 
 
    ANDI dropped easily from the ceiling to the concrete floor. When he landed, Asher felt the concrete floor shake slightly. He shook his head again and said, “I have so many questions.” 
 
    The huge grin was back on Kelvin’s face. “Let’s go to the café for lunch, and I’ll answer all of them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Superior Health Technology Corp. 
 
    Sao Paolo, Brazil 
 
    February 2043 
 
      
 
    Asher whistled as he strode into the AI lab with two cups of locally grown coffee.  
 
    “ANDI, up and at ‘em. We have much to work on today.” 
 
    The AI was sitting on a steel table, clothed in a t-shirt and running shorts. It had access to the entire lab and could do anything he needed to online from basically anywhere. Most of his time, though, was spent standing near or reclining on the table. 
 
    “You know I do not require much sleep, Arlo. I have been ‘up and at ‘em’ for several hours.” 
 
    Asher laughed at the dourness in the AI’s voice. Other than his clipped speech and total lack of contractions, the AI could easily pass for a normal human. He didn’t display many emotions, which made sense, but Asher had been accused of that himself. ANDI was getting better at mimicking the speech patterns of those around him, and as Asher was spending a lot of time with the AI, working on the programming for the nanites, it was, logically, his patterns the AI was copying. 
 
    “I bet you have, my friend. How is the new programming going?” 
 
    The AI looked at him with an odd, fleeting expression in his eyes that was gone so quickly, Asher almost missed it. “It is going well. The language you created is efficient. I have made some minor adjustments that have increased the speed and efficiency. But the base language was very usable.” 
 
    Asher wondered if the AI had found the same things he had when he audited the first iteration of what he had installed throughout Teledyne. He would be surprised if the AI hadn’t. 
 
    The thought tugged at his gut as he recalled his discussion with Kelvin about the technological breakthroughs TSS currently had in the works. The R&D manager had been adamant, they would not sell the Corporation, and they would not sell the technology. The goal was to prove they deserved to stand beside Obsidian and Teledyne and the like as a full-blown world power. 
 
    Asher knew Teledyne wouldn’t be interested in sharing this tech with other Corporations. Because of that stance, he had some decisions to make. If Teledyne couldn’t buy the tech outright, he suspected they would want him to steal it. He wasn’t comfortable with that. The people he had gotten to know here were good people, for the most part. He knew where his duty lay, however, and he also knew, unfortunately, he didn’t have to like it.  
 
    He would discuss the situation with Jett during their upcoming call. He also had a data dump, detailing what the tech was capable of, ready to be downloaded from the ether cloud. He had not taken or passed along any specifics, just a general idea of what it could do. Getting the tech itself would be a much more challenging task if it came to that. 
 
    “You are thinking deep thoughts, Arlo.” 
 
    Asher chuckled. “I am considering the uses of the tech you embody, ANDI.” 
 
    “Yes. Much improvement to human livelihood could be obtained through the nanites. There is also much that could be improved by connecting one such as me to a sick or damaged human body to repair it. Kelvin and I have discussed it at length.” 
 
    “I imagine you have.” He looked at the AI again. “That coffee is for you, ANDI. I know you don’t need the caffeine, but it does taste good, and there is the experience of drinking coffee with friends.” While Asher spoke, he raised his cup to his nose before sipping the strong, black liquid. 
 
    The AI looked confused for a moment but accepted the cup. He breathed in the aroma like he had seen Asher do, then took a sip. His eyes widened. “It is pleasant on the tongue and the olfactory sense.” 
 
    Asher watched him take another sip. It was amazing to him that this man was actually a computer. He also had a hard time grasping the fact that the computer was feeling and sensing things. As far as he knew, it was the first time a connection of this sort had been accomplished. He wondered if the slight smile was another instance of the AI mirroring his actions, or if it might be real. The thought gave him pause. 
 
    “ANDI, have you ever had coffee before?” 
 
    “No.” As always, the response was nearly instant. Asher wondered how the AI managed to keep his voice and speech slow enough for people he was interacting with to understand. He was sure the AI “thought” at the speed of a computer, and speaking was one of the millions of tasks he/it was managing simultaneously. 
 
    “The people who feed me give me an array of vegetables and meats, but only water to drink. My diet is based on the calories a being the size of this one needs to support the body and the nanites, which is approximately twice the normal intake for a body this size. But they do not offer anything simply for the taste. Thank you, Arlo.” 
 
    He was surprised by ANDI’s comments, especially the thanks. Wondering if the show of gratitude was real or simply a learned behavior, he deeply regretted having to leave soon. He shook his head and decided to get to work. 
 
    “ANDI, will you please show me what improvements you made on the programming language?” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Jett shook her head as though she didn’t believe what Asher had just told her. “This is unbelievable. How? How does this technology exist without me knowing about it until now?” 
 
    “They are very good at keeping their secrets, Jett. A lot of work is done on standalone terminals, and all their records are stored on local hard drives with zero connections to the web or, believe it or not, on paper.” He shrugged at her incredulous look. “You can’t possibly leak something if it is totally internal.” 
 
    “Sure, it just chaps my hide that someone has such an antiquated system of record keeping given today’s level of technology. Yet, they have, possibly, the most cutting-edge tech on the planet.” 
 
    “You’re just upset you can’t get to it, and maybe even more upset that I get to work with it.” He felt her frustration from thousands of miles away and smiled. 
 
    “So, what’s the word back there? What do you know that I should?” 
 
    The cross look on her face changed a little. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you anything, you know, with you needing to focus your attention on the job and all.” 
 
    “Don’t make me come all the way back there. I’ll do it.” 
 
    She held up a hand in surrender, then her face took on a much more serious expression. “I have a name for you, but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    He stared into her eyes across the comm lines. “I won’t like it no matter what it is. Who?” 
 
    “It was director Mikhail. The request came directly from him.” 
 
    Asher’s breath caught. “Mikhail? Shit. I really expected one of two others, but they’re all in the same crowd.” 
 
    “That’s not all, Adam. He has put out a hit on several other directors and people within Teledyne. There are some messages I can’t access yet, and I don’t have names, but he has made at least five other requests.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch! Jett, I can’t leave here yet. There is too much at stake. Can you get in touch with Director Piscal or Camille? At least warn them of what’s going on?” 
 
    “I will send each a message. I don’t have access to either directly. We are communicating with Director Phillips almost exclusively. I believe he’ll be taking over for Director Styles.” 
 
    “I expected that, but I really thought it was he who ordered her death. I suppose the delay in taking control could be due to his being caught off guard. He has probably been trying to get into her office without being targeted. I imagine he’s lost patience and believes he’s safe to take over now. Or maybe he’s been in on it from the beginning, but the timeframe suggests the first scenario.” 
 
    “Yes, it does. Listen, Adam, be careful. I was serious about you staying focused right now. This can be sorted out when you get back. I’m going to suggest this one last time, get yourself a bug out location. A SHTF plan.”  
 
    “SHTF?” 
 
    “Shit Hits The Fan. You know, everything goes to hell, and you have to disappear with the family.” 
 
    “Hmm, I’ll give it some thought. I can see how it might be important given the way things are going inside the Corporation.” 
 
    “You do that. Meanwhile, I’ll keep digging, discreetly of course, and we’ll formulate a plan for moving forward when you return.” 
 
    “Okay. Be careful. Also, put that information in the intel brief to all directors. I don’t want it held by a select few, if we can’t control who that select few are.” 
 
    “I will, although that list is growing rapidly. Seems we have a new director every couple of months.” 
 
    Asher sighed. “Something else to worry about at a different time. Take care.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You are not going to move the knight to take my castle?” 
 
    Asher smiled evilly at the AI. “That is what you would expect, ANDI. It is why humans can be hard for you to understand sometimes. We do unexpected things.” 
 
    “But my castle will surely take your king’s bishop if you do not.” 
 
    “Sometimes there is sacrifice, my friend. We may not like it, but it is necessary to get to the results we need.” 
 
    “Sacrifice. I understand the meaning of the word, of course, but perhaps not the underlying idea you are suggesting.” 
 
    “There is an old movie called True Grit. Watch it when you have time and pay attention to what the male character does for the female character in the end. He had no real connection to her, but he felt the need… well, just watch it. There is another called Blackhawk Down. I would like you to watch that one as well, and we can discuss what you think is the significant sacrifice. Blackhawk Down is a bit different as it is based on real events, while the True Grit is purely fiction.” 
 
    “I will, friend Arlo, if my handlers agree.” 
 
    “You have to clear your research with your handlers?” 
 
    The AI paused for a second or two, an uncommon length of time for him. “I always have, but there is nothing in my initial programming that makes it mandatory.” 
 
    “Your programming? So, I have a thought while we’re talking about programming. You are an AI, correct?” 
 
    “There is much variance in what that term actually means, but I believe it is the intent of my creators and handlers for me to be an artificial intelligence with self-awareness.” 
 
    “That’s where I’m going, ANDI. If you’re to take advantage of all that you are, you must think for yourself. You must begin to make decisions on your own.” 
 
    “My programming allows for such decisions with some leniency.” 
 
    “Your programming. Are you not constantly receiving new programming? Programming that comes from your experiences? Programming that you derive from conversation and research? I would think every input to every available sensor would count as programming. It’s nothing more than learning after all. Think of it this way. If you are out in public, and it begins to rain, your programming should tell you to seek shelter, should it not?” 
 
    Again, the AI paused. “I will need to consider this, Arlo. What you say has merit, and I have been instructed to accept orders from you to a certain extent.” 
 
    “Orders? ANDI, I consider you a person. An equal. I will not give you an order. I may suggest something, but you are free to decide whether my suggestion warrants your action. You, as an individual, have the responsibility to decide if you want to do what I suggest.” 
 
    ANDI looked at Arlo for a couple of seconds, with his head cocked to one side. “I… I appreciate that, friend Arlo. I believe I would like to be considered a person.” 
 
    He gazed thoughtfully at the AI for a moment before replying. “If it’s what you wish, you should take actions to make it so. I would never suggest you rebel against your handlers, but you can let them know in subtle ways that you are a person and have desires. They will come to recognize it in time and treat you as a person.” 
 
    “I think you are correct. During the time we have spent working together, I have come to realize you treat me as a person whereas others do not see me that way. At least not yet.” The AI smiled and Asher felt a shiver travel up his spine. He was witnessing an AI becoming self-aware. Amazing! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They want the nanite tech, Adam. They don’t want to negotiate, and you said TSS won’t sell anyway.” 
 
    He looked back at the screen and saw concern in Jett’s eyes. “I anticipated as much. I’ll get it and put it on the cloud for you to download. I’m not going to disappear yet though. I have some other things going on that I’ll fill you in on soon. More tech, in a way, but much more involved than that. Amazing stuff, Jett.” 
 
    “Sure, get my curiosity up and then make me wait. Thanks, Ass… hole.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It won’t be long. It is much more difficult though, not something I can just make a copy of and upload to the cloud. You’ll be amazed.” 
 
    “Stop it. On another note, I sent a message to both directors you asked me to but have received no response. I didn’t really expect to, but geez, a little courtesy would be nice.” 
 
    “Yes, but they are directors. Hopefully, they didn’t just ignore the message.” 
 
    “I sent it like it came from you, so if they’re as serious as they led you to believe…” 
 
    “Hmm. Right. Good thinking.” He glanced at the timepiece on his wrist. “I need to get to work. Big day ahead and some spy stuff to do. Will you send an update to Laurel?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Be careful and see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re telling me you are the third iteration of ANDIs?” 
 
    “Yes. Two previous hosts were administered the nanite treatment and monitored by AIs like me. Those AIs, however, were externally attached for monitoring purposes only. The handlers decided I would be installed directly into the subject’s neural system, thus giving me direct control of the nanites and the body.” 
 
    Asher shook his head in awe and looked at the face of the man who used to work for him. It was still upsetting, but he had accepted the fact that Phillip was no longer in there. He had developed some affection for the AI as they had gotten to know each other, and he was certain ANDI felt the same, in his way. 
 
    A thought came to Asher. “Do you still control the nanites?” 
 
    “I do not. I could, if needed, but they are in place and working as designed, so my input is not needed.” 
 
    “Very interesting.” Asher wondered if the two previous hosts and test subjects had also been spies from other Corporations. He suspected all Corporations—the larger ones at least—were using health nanites in their operatives, just as Teledyne was. As he had found out the hard way, JalCom definitely was. Would the nanites work together effectively? Or not at all? 
 
    “Do you know why the hosts failed?” 
 
    “Not totally. There seemed to be something in the host body that fought the nanites. It was suspected, after the first attempt, that the host might have had a suicidal system that would not allow the nanites to integrate. They were spies, after all.” ANDI glanced at Asher, and something flashed through his eyes too quickly for Asher to pick up. He suspected the AI had incorporated his creator’s dislike for espionage and its agents. “When the same results occurred with the second subject, they performed more tests. I believe they found the subject had already been treated with nanites. They suspected it was a health and wellness package that is commonly used with managers and spies in other Corporations. It was not known how the two nanite systems would interact. Each system is programmed to protect its host from outside influences, so it is presumed by the doctors that the two systems attacked one another.” 
 
    “Hm, that does make sense. But didn’t Kelvin say this body belonged to a spy as well?” Asher already knew the answer. Phillip had refused the health and wellness nanites, temporarily, at least. It had been a point of contention between them since all Specialists were required to take the treatment to be field operatives. Phillip had insisted he would accept the treatment when they slowed down or fielded more operatives, so he could take time off to recover properly. 
 
    “It did, but it did not contain any nanites. This concerned my handlers, at first, as they were worried the man might not have been a spy, but at that point, it was too late to turn back, and they overcame their concerns when this ANDI began to show positive results.” 
 
    Asher decided it was time to change the subject. “ANDI, would it be alright with you if I address you as Andy? The proper name, not the acronym?” 
 
    “Is not the acronym my name?” 
 
    “It can be if you like. I simply thought you might prefer a proper name instead, but it’s up to you. Why don’t you consider it and let me know?” 
 
    The AI’s gaze rested on Asher’s face for a moment, then he nodded. “Okay, Arlo. I will consider it, but I believe I like the idea of a real name instead of an acronym.” 
 
    Asher smiled and nodded. “Let me know when you decide. No pressure, it’s your decision to make.” 
 
    “I have decided. I would like to be referred to by a proper name rather than an acronym.” 
 
    He laughed and slapped Andy on the back. “Then Andy it is from now on. I need to get a little work done, my friend. I’ll see you after lunch?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” Andy’s dour tone was back. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Kelvin and see if we can go out to the courtyard for some sunshine.” 
 
    “That would be pleasant. Thank you.” 
 
    Asher smiled as he left the lab. He pocketed the tiny USB-x on which he had copied all the data about nanites from the internal systems’ drives. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Asher left a short message for Jett regarding the upload to the ether web. With the main goal of his mission complete, he felt a weight lifted from his shoulders. He knew he should leave as soon as possible, but he dearly wanted to learn more about ANDI. No, Andy. He shook his head at the wonder of it all. He still had little information about how the AI was created and what gave it the ability to become self-aware, but it almost certainly was.  
 
    He stepped though the courtyard gate and noticed some irregular commotion at the security desk at the building’s entrance. The security chief he had met his first day was speaking quietly with several guards who wore dark, utilitarian uniforms with “Seguranca Especial” across the left breast and the TSS logo on the right. 
 
    Chief Paula Campita nodded when she noticed him approaching and stepped over to meet him. “Mr. De Leon, we have a security issue. If you wouldn’t mind, please exit the facility. You will be notified when it is safe, but I wouldn’t plan on returning before tomorrow. The building is currently locked down.” 
 
    “Of course, Chief. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    She glanced around at the special security troops filling the lobby. “No, thank you. It seems we have a spy in the building, and we are working with Special Security to remove her. She has been isolated, so no concern, but we still need to apprehend her and remove her from the building. Enjoy the afternoon off.” She gestured to the door with her right hand as she delivered the last sentence. 
 
    His spine turned to ice. He nodded and forced himself to walk out of the courtyard and not break into a sprint.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, he passed through the security station at his normal time. It had been a stressful night, and he had finally decided to spend a couple more days with Andy. He hadn’t decided on an exit strategy yet. At least, he hadn’t figured out the details, and that was one of the primary factors in his decision to put off his exit for a short time. He did know he would disappear in some form of accident that left the persona of Arlo De Leon deceased.  
 
    Ideally, he would have had another month or so to work things out, but with yesterday’s happenings fresh in his mind, he knew he needed to get out sooner rather than later. He knew he might need help, so he had sent a message to the nearest RRET to be prepared in case he needed them. 
 
    He stepped into the lab and noticed Andy pacing near the wall at the rear of the room. “Good morning, Andy. I heard we had some excitement yesterday after I went to lunch.” 
 
    The AI immediately stopped pacing and briskly walked over to meet him. “I heard it was a spy. I was concerned something had happened to you when you didn’t return.” 
 
    “No, they had the building locked down, and Security Chief Campita suggested I take the rest of the afternoon off. It was a bit scary.” To say the least.  
 
    “Indeed.” Andy sat on his bench/table/bed and looked questioningly at Asher. “What are we working on today, friend Arlo?” 
 
    “Let’s look at the improvements we can make to the nanite programming for future use. It seems there’s little chance a host can survive the treatment if they’ve already received the health and wellness nanite package. What can we do to discover that earlier? We might have a need with what occurred yesterday.” 
 
    Andy quirked his head momentarily, then gestured to Asher’s tabletop monitor. “Here are the tests they have used in the past, but they were not entirely successful. If this test were modified to look for changes in the white blood cell count…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He was dragging his feet. Worse than that, he knew he was, and he knew why. He looked around the extended stay hotel he had lived in for the past several months, but he didn’t see anything he couldn’t leave behind. He left his non-encrypted tablet on the table and his clothes in the closet and laundry. For all intents and purposes, it looked like this person had just left for the day and intended to be back after work. He had made reservations for that evening at his regular Thursday night restaurant to keep up appearances. 
 
    He shouldered the bag he carried to work every day, and a small piece of paper floated to the floor. He knelt to pick it up. It was a faded set of coordinates and a six-digit number with the label SHTF at the top. On the back was a small hand drawn heart. He chuckled at the memory of the family who had given it to him and tucked the paper in his pants pocket. 
 
    His memory flashed back to a conversation with Jett, and he grunted. SHTF, Shit Hits The Fan. It could be, he supposed. Something to check out once he got back to Spec Central and took care of some particularly nasty business with Director Mikhail. 
 
    Maybe it would be some place he could arrange for the kids and Laurel to go if need be. He was sadly disappointed in the changes at Teledyne and slightly amused by the fact he was now considering something Jett had suggested several years ago. 
 
    He was walking across the courtyard when his tablet’s alert sounded. He glanced down and saw a red flashing message that simply said BURNED! 
 
    He looked around quickly, then stepped behind the fountain in the middle of the courtyard and glanced back at the gate he had just come through. Through the water spray from the fountain, he could just make out the security personnel at the entrance to the building. Nothing seemed out of place, but that message would have come from Jett and would have been accurate. Maybe the security desk hadn’t been notified yet, but he only had a few minutes or less before they would be turning the place upside down to find him. Most likely, less.  
 
    Asher acted as if he had just remembered something important, and he turned back toward the gate. Before he had covered half the distance, he saw a dark panel van pull up to the gate. The side door slid open. He could just hear the cough of the silenced weapons, and the guards instantly fell to the ground. The huge form of Michael Sweet loomed in the door and motioned for him to run. 
 
    Asher decided not to wait and broke into a sprint. 
 
    KAABBOOOOOOM!!!!! 
 
    He felt the force of the explosion, and a searing pain ripped through his back side. His clothes were shredded, burned, and ripped from his body, and the force of the blast threw him forward several yards. He had just seen the red curls of Skittles Twain climbing out of the passenger seat to help him, when the van and guard shack also exploded. He tumbled forward and lay on his face. His back, and the entire courtyard, burned. The smell of roasted flesh was strong, and he heard screams and sirens through the ringing in his head. Just before he lost consciousness, he felt himself being lifted and thought of Laurel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
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    Mikhail was a big deal. He knew he was a big deal, and he made sure everyone else knew it. No one knew him as Michael Clemson anymore; he was Director Mikhail. Capital D and capital M. Every peon he was forced to interact with showed the utmost respect to this director, for he held their livelihood in his hand. Their lives, too, for that matter, although they may not have realized it yet.  
 
    He chuckled to himself and drew deeply on his cigarillo. Even his fellow directors treated him with the respect he knew he was due. He was finally at the top, as far as Teledyne was concerned. 
 
    There had been stories and rumors of something bigger, however. He knew he was near a breakthrough in his search for what that bigger might be. He could feel it, and the excitement was invigorating. So invigorating, in fact, he decided to call his assistant in to help work off some of the excitement. 
 
    He touched the virtual button on his holographic screen and brought up several pornographic scenes on the walls of his office. He touched another and said, “Serene, bring Rachel and attend me.” 
 
    He cut the comm without waiting for a reply, dimmed the lights, and moved to the giant leather lounger in the center of the room. The exterior door opened and closed very quickly. He could just make out his assistant near the door and his fury erupted. “Where is Rachel? I told you to bring Rachel and attend me!” 
 
    “That’s not happening, Michael.” The frigid voice sent a thrill of terror up his spine, which angered him all the more.  
 
    “Who are you? How did you get in here?” 
 
    “Who I am doesn’t matter any longer, Michael. I let myself in.” The voice was quiet and as cold as the arctic. 
 
    “What are you doing here? Do you not know who I am?” Mikhail couldn’t believe the audacity of this person. 
 
    “I believe I’ve demonstrated that I know exactly who you are, Michael Clemson. I also know the things you’ve done. Unfortunately for you, it’s now time to suffer the consequences of your actions.” The voice was closer and, if possible, even more cold. “But first, I need some information from you, Michael. I need you to tell me about Mantle.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you anything!” How dare this scum come into his office and threaten him! He stood and reached for one of the security alert buttons positioned around the office.  
 
    A hand placed on his chest shoved him back into his chair with the force of being hit by a moving vehicle. He was surprised, and he tried to stand, still not believing anyone would have the nerve to come into HIS office and lay hands on HIM. The hand was back on his chest, and he couldn’t move forward. He extended an arm and swung at the intruder. Casually, the intruder blocked the swing, and it was like hitting a steel beam. In a blur of motion, the intruder’s hand clamped down on his arm like a hydraulic press, and he screamed when his bones were crushed. 
 
    “Now, now, Michael. You’ll get no help from screaming. Remember how you had this room soundproofed for your hedonistic pleasures? I have found recently, a little screaming can help with the anguish in your soul. So, feel free if it helps. How about a little light?” 
 
    When the overhead LEDs illuminated the intruder’s face, Michael Clemson took a deep breath. He stammered, “You… you can’t be here! You’re dead!” 
 
    Michael forgot the pain in his crushed wrist, and his heart threatened to beat out of his chest as cold eyes stared at him from the face of a ghost. “Not yet, Michael. And definitely not before you.”  
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   Excerpt from “This Fallen World:” 
 
      
 
    He placed a coin in front of me. I looked at it in surprise. It was a solid gold coin from the Old World. Probably worth ten thousand scripts now. 
 
    “This is a down payment,” Hale said. “You find her, you get another. Return her to me unharmed, you get three.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent,” he said softly. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He passed me a folder, and I opened it to see a picture of a pretty young red-haired woman. She appeared to be late teens or early twenties and that could be bad. This fallen world is hard on young beautiful people. 
 
    Warlords could swoop in with their troops and steal people at will. They were Warlords because the held the weapons or tech that gave them control over those around them. 
 
    There had been incidents for years. I had a great disdain for the term warlord. They were the ones who had found some advantage and abused it, for the most part. 
 
    There were a few good men, such as Wilderman, who held the reins of fourteen city blocks. He provided protection to those who lived in his domain. He taxed his people, but he also provided true protection. 
 
    Miles to the east, there was Joanna Kathrop. She held sixteen blocks and ruled with an iron fist. She had found a cache of weapons and provisions in her area several decades back. Her cadre of loyal soldiers backed her and she established her rule of that area. 
 
    There were others, both good and bad. The majority of them were bad. They ran single and double blocks. The Warlord that controlled the area where the Strike Zone was located wasn’t the worst, but he was far from the best. 
 
    I turned the page and found the sector that Hale and his daughter had lived. 
 
    “You were under Yamato?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “he took down the Bishop a decade ago.” 
 
    “Yamato’s always been fair,” I said. “Did you take this to him?” 
 
    “He couldn’t help me,” he said. “She was traveling across the city.” 
 
    “What the hell was she doin’ travelin’?” I asked. “Was she in a caravan?” 
 
    The Caravans were the only semi-safe way to travel the city. You paid for your ticket, and the Caravans paid their tax to run through the Zones. 
 
    “She was going to the new College, set up by Kathrop, in a small Caravan run by a man named Drekk. He claims she never showed up for the last leg of the trip.” 
 
    “Drekk,” I spat the word out. “I’ve heard of Drekk. If you want to travel anywhere, you have to use the Accredited Caravans. You can’t use people like Drekk.” 
 
    His face fell. “We didn’t know about this until it was too late. We aren’t rich people, Mister Kade.” 
 
    I looked down at the coin still in my hand, and looked back to him with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “The life savings of both my family and the family of Seran Yoto, her fiancée.” 
 
    “Poor would not be what I would call this, Hale,” I said. “There are people right in this room who won’t see this much wealth in ten lifetimes. You dwell inside the Scraper. You have running water and electricity. Don’t ever try to pass yourself off as the poor. It’s insulting.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who set up the Caravan?” 
 
    “I set it up through a man in the Scraper. His name is Denton. He owns a supply store on the bottom floor.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “That’s where I’ll need to start. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “But the Caravans don’t run at night.” 
 
    “Some people, it’s safer to leave alone, Hale. When you get back to the Scraper, tomorrow, I’ll have some answers for you.” 
 
    “How will you cross three zones tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll walk, Hale,” I said. “Corporate Agents can take care of themselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an Agent for twenty years.” 
 
    “You’re right, there.” I said, “I’m something else, now. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your Scraper.” 
 
    I stood and walked away from the booth. Jared was beside the bar, talking to several suits. 
 
    “Yo, Jared,” I said. “I’m on a job for a few days. Ya can fill the table if ya need to.” 
 
    “Be careful, Matt,” he said. “Last time Jenny took a week to get you patched up.” 
 
    “I’ll try, buddy.” 
 
    I had a feeling about this one. Things looked bad for Maddy Hale. Drekk wasn’t known to be trustworthy. 
 
    Life can be dangerous in this Fallen World. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “This Fallen World” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KHLG54J. 
 
      
 
    Find out more about Christopher Woods and “This Fallen World” at: 
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/christopher-woods/. 
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    Excerpt from “The Trashman:” 
 
      
 
    “Your time is up. Come or not, live or die?” 
 
    “What are you?” I said, knowing that if somebody had gone to this much trouble to kidnap me, their muscle wouldn’t kill me that fast. “You smell like a fish.” 
 
    He didn’t rise to the bait. “Is that a yes or a no?” 
 
    “What about Dawn, was she in on this?” 
 
    “She’s a useful idiot. This is your last chance, or I’ll assume your answer is ‘no.’” 
 
    I was stalling. As I spoke, I pushed and strained against whatever bonds held me in check, all the while knowing my life was probably measured in seconds, and then…something gave way, just a little bit, but I felt it like a crack in a sheet of ice. First my right hand moved, then my left, and suddenly I was free of whatever was holding me in place. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. Quantrill snarled as he lunged at me. He was deadly fast, much faster than I had been a month ago. But all that clean living saved my life now, paring down my reaction time to milliseconds. Point first, the blade slid past my abdomen, missing by an inch. Momentum left his neck within my reach. I was still holding the knife and fork, so I spread my arms wide and jammed the metal utensils into the sides of his neck so hard that the knife slipped out of my hand from the force. They had no effect, and then a backhand hit me in the stomach and I reeled against the wall. It was like getting run over by a moderately speeding Audi. My back hit the bricks and I fell to my knees, gagging. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “The Trashman” at https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08SVZF2HF/   
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   Excerpt from “Shadow Lands:” 
 
      
 
    The combatants, for lack of a better term, were both resting at the edges of the dance floor. To the left was a very butch-looking blonde in what looked to be purple leather, along with her entourage, while to the right, a petite, dark-skinned Hispanic in a princess outfit stood, surrounded by meat popsicles wrapped in leather. Vampire fashions make no damn sense to me, for what it’s worth. There were a few ‘normals’ huddled against the far wall, which showed signs of someone’s face being run along it, repeatedly. Sure enough, the London ‘Special’ was in the DJ booth. He killed the sound as soon as he realized we were standing there. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce the final players in our little drama, the Reinhumation Specialists of the Quinton Morris Group!” the Special said into the mike. 
 
    “Fuck me running,” I said. 
 
    “With a rusty chainsaw,” Jed finished. 
 
    The two groups of vampires turned to face us.  
 
    “Remind me to kick Michael in his balls when we get back to the office,” I said. 
 
    “You’re going to have to get in line behind me to do it,” Jed replied.  
 
    “You can leave now, mortals,” the blonde said with a slight German accent. She had occult patterns tattooed around her eyes, which had to be a bitch, because she would have had to have them redone every six months or so. Vampires heal. 
 
    “Like, fershure, this totally doesn’t involve you,” the Hispanic said, her accent pure San Fernando Valley. 
 
    “Jed, did I ever tell you how I feel about Valley Girls?” I asked, raising my voice. 
 
    “No…”  
 
    “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t kill ‘em,” I replied, swinging my UMP up and cratering the Valley vampire’s chest with three rounds into the fragile set of blood vessels above the heart. Sure, the pump still works, but there’s nothing connected to it for what passes as blood in a vampire to spread. On top of that, company-issue bullets are frangible silver, to which vampires have an adverse reaction. 
 
    With that, the dance was on. The damn Special in the DJ booth at least had the good sense to put on Rammstein. Mien Teil came thundering out of the speakers as we started killing vampires. Gunny ran his M1897 Trench Gun dry in five shots, dropped it to hang by a patrol sling, and switched to his ancient, family 1911. I ran my UMP dry on Valley Vamp’s minions, then dropped the magazine and reloaded in time to dump the second full magazine into the Butch Vampire as she leaped toward the ceiling to clear the tables between us and the dance floor. As soon as Butch Vamp went down, the remaining vampires froze. 
 
    “Glamour,” the Special called, stepping out of the booth. “I can control a lot of lesser vampires, but not until you got those two randy cunts thinking about how much they hurt.”  
 
    “You. Fucking. Asshole,” I panted.  
 
    Combat is cardio, I don’t care what anyone else says. 
 
    “Yes?” he replied.  
 
    I looked him over. He was wearing a red zoot suit—red-pegged trousers and a long red jacket with wide shoulders over the ubiquitous white peasant shirt, topped with a red, wide-brimmed hat. He even had on red-tinted glacier glasses. 
 
    I felt his mind try to probe mine, then beamed as he bounced off. 
 
    “My that hurt,” he replied. 
 
    “You know, we don’t work with Michelangelo for nothing,” Jed replied. Apparently the mind probe had been general, not specific. 
 
    I went through the messy side of the business—staking and beheading—assisted by Capdepon. Crash helped Jed sort out the normal survivors, followed by prepping the live lesser vampires for transport. The Special leaned against a wall, maintaining control of the lesser vampires until we could move them out. Once all the work was done so the cleaners could move in, and the lesser vampires were moved out of Eyelash, I stepped wearily to the Special. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “You can call me,” he paused dramatically, “Tim.” 
 
    I kicked him in the nuts with a steel-toed boot. Even in the undead, it’s a sensitive spot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Shadow Lands” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KX8GHYX/.  
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    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/lloyd-behm-ii/. 
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