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Prologue
 
Donna O’Connor’s shoulder hit the ground, and the jolt jarred her back to consciousness. The smell of burning rubber filled the air, and she rolled up on her elbow. Someone must have pulled her out of her parents’ car. Her eyes followed the sound of her rescuer’s footsteps back down the Virginia mountain slope toward the bend of the highway. Heavy smoke rose up like a curtain, blocking the view of the road below.
“My God,” she screamed. “My family’s still trapped down there.”
Then she heard the screeching of airbrakes and the sound of a crushing impact. A storm of fire blasted into the air. Molten dust and debris billowed toward her. She sucked in a deep breath and collapsed flush against the rocky ground, pressing herself flat. Shards of debris fell like hail around her. The ground shook from the impact of heavy objects hitting the ground.
An eerie silence followed.
She managed the courage to open her eyes. Rubble lay strewn over the hillside. A vehicle’s headlight had embedded itself within a few feet of her head. She wasn’t dead or floating out of her body. She didn’t see the lights of heaven. Daring to push up with her hands, she inched onto her knees and stared down at the road.
Black towers of fire and smoke billowed into the sky. Nothing moved. No one could have survived the blast that mangled and incinerated the vehicles. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she made no attempt to wipe them away.
There wasn’t one visible scratch on her. Where was the God she’d prayed to all her life? Her dad said God worked everything for the good of those who loved Him. But everyone she cared for was gone. She heard an angry wail and realized the sound came from her, a shriek that couldn’t numb her pain.



 
Chapter 1
 
Day 1
“Please sit down, Applicant Twelve.”
The man speaking to her seemed pleasant enough. But the day hadn’t gone as expected. She didn’t anticipate standing where she was. The scent of lemon polish tickled her nose. He motioned to a comfortable looking leather armchair, one of two that sat in front of his mahogany desk. He pointed again and smiled. So she sat.
“You can ask me any three questions you wish,” he said in a mellow tone. “After that, I’ll do the talking.” He seemed relaxed. The creases in his face complimented a soft smile much like her father’s had been when he was trying to be reassuring.
“One minute I’m sitting in an auditorium filled with CIA applicants. My number is called, and I’m whisked halfway across New York to your office. Why am I here?”
“Would it interest you to know that only one in every twenty thousand candidates meets me?”
He’d sparked her interest. She nodded ladylike. “I always knew I was special.”
“Your test scores say you’re unique. Your intelligence is Mensa level. But it’s your personality profile that earns you an audience with me. You’ve been tapped for possible inclusion into a select unit.”
“Do you lead that unit?”
He grinned. “That’s your second question. I’m in charge of one segment of it.”
Her gut told her he was honest. Having rarely experienced fear, she tended to go places normal people don’t. So sitting here didn’t faze her. He’d stimulated her curiosity. “I thought I was applying for an administrative position in hospitality with the CIA. Do you even work for the CIA?”
He sat up straight and folded his thick, paw-like hands in front of him. She guessed him to be well over six foot tall and close to two-hundred twenty pounds. Maybe he’d reached fifty years old, but she couldn’t tell for sure.
“No,” he said. “In a sense, the CIA works for the same organization I work for.”
“What is your organization called?”
“Sorry. You’ve had your three questions. Now it’s my turn. Please answer honestly.”
“Sure.”
“Your parents and your brother were killed in a car accident eight years ago?”
“Yes.”
“How did their deaths affect you?”
“I’m sorry. How do you know that? The accident part isn’t on my paperwork.”
He smiled. “Within an hour, I’ll know your entire life story, including your bra size. Please answer my question.”
“Everything inside me numbed. I lived. That they died and I didn’t doesn’t seem fair.”
“I’m truly sorry for your loss.”
People were always sorry for her loss. What people said didn’t matter to her anymore. She didn’t care what others felt. She didn’t feel anything toward people at all. She loved bunnies and squirrels, and little fuzzy kittens. But she kept people at a safe distance emotionally.
“You’ve never had a boyfriend?”
“I’ve dated, but no to the boyfriend part.”
“Your closest living relative is your mother’s first husband, a Sheldon Cross, living in Frankfort, Germany?”
“Yes, if he’s still alive. We weren’t close.”
He stared at her with a slight smirk on his face. So she stared back at him wondering who would blink first.
“Your psychological evaluation is astonishing.”
“I could have told you that without an evaluation.” She studied his eyes. He seemed genuinely concerned for her. So she decided to trust him, smirk and all.
“I don’t know what you’re looking for,” she said. “But I do know a good job match is based upon talent and compatible personalities. I’ve lost whatever ability I have to feel emotional attachments. Years have passed since I had those connections. I can tell if someone else loves, hates, cares, or doesn’t. Except for an occasional twinge, I haven’t experienced love, hate, or caring in the past eight years.”
“But you’re not a sociopath.”
“No, I have a high standard of rational values.”
“Why never a boyfriend?”
“A boyfriend requires a relationship. I’m not capable. I get off on physical stimulation. I enjoy sex. But I don’t understand love, compassion, or anything a man needs outside of the physical.”
“If I told you to act compassionate, could you?”
“Act compassionate? Yes, but I wouldn’t feel it emotionally, only intellectually.”
He nodded and looked as though he was going to speak. But he didn’t.
Had she revealed too much? She wanted adventure and purpose. She didn’t want to lose this opportunity, so she spoke up. “My inability to connect with people makes me vulnerable. I need leaders around me to guide my decisions. I don’t trust myself to make them alone. But I’m very capable of executing a plan once I understand it.”
“One of those leaders would be me, if I select you. Three more questions.”
“Okay.”
“What motivates you?”
“Succeeding and being praised,” she said. “I need responsibilities within my capabilities.” She smiled and leaned toward him again making eye contact. “I want to be rewarded for my achievements.”
“You used to be a gymnast?”
“Yes, until my breasts got too big, then I took up martial arts.”
He chuckled. “I suppose breast size would be a problem in gymnastics. Describe your ideal job, please.”
“What I do doesn’t matter. I want to serve my country. That’s why I applied to the CIA.”
“You said you have a high standard of rational values. What do you mean?”
The question seemed absurd. It meant what it meant. “I have no sense of good or evil. I do have a sense for positive outcomes. If something accomplishes a rational goal, it’s right. If not, it’s wrong.”
“You may call me, Ursa.”
A strange name, but a form of acceptance came with the gesture. “Ursa, it is.”
Ursa leaned forward and spread his hands apart. “If a man threatened the United States, and over time I put you in a position to get very close to him, even to the point of having a sexual relationship with him. . .” He paused and appeared to study her face. She didn’t blink. “After finding out what had to be done to squelch the threat, I ordered you to kill him. Could you?”
“Yes.” She surprised herself at how easily she said the words.
Ursa stood and pushed a button on the wall behind him. A large muscular man entered the room. Ursa came around the desk. “Please stand up, Applicant Twelve. Welcome to the Hercules Project.”
“Thank you, Sir,” she said and shook his hand.
“You won’t see me again for a year. When you do, you’ll be fully trained physically, fully educated in our methodology, and technically equipped for battle against anything our country’s enemies can throw against us.”
“I’ll do my very best.”
Ursa turned to the muscular man and asked, “When were you born, Magnus?”
“1,670 days ago, Director Ursa.”
Applicant Twelve struggled to understand.
“Today,” Ursa said and pointed at her, “you are one day old.”



 
Chapter 2
 
Day 366
Ursa adjusted his seatback for his descent into Washington National. He held four files in his hands reading and rereading them, then marking notations on his notepad. When he came to Applicant Twelve’s file, his pulse quickened. She’d been his number one selection a year earlier. This was the first chance he had to see if he’d been right. 
“Please fasten your seatbelt, Director,” the flight attendant said, “Hercules 2 will land in ten minutes.”
Ursa put up his tray table. He stuffed everything away, except Applicant Twelve’s file. As the sound of the flaps coming down screeched in his ears, he focused first on her photo and physical augmentation report. She required the few adjustments given to just four special candidates thus far in Hercules’ existence. 
Government scientists surgically changed Applicant Twelve’s irises from brown to blue. They embedded an experimental communications implant behind her left earlobe. Once those procedures healed, she received semi-permanent full body skin smoothing and revitalizing treatments, giving her skin texture a creamy moist look. This procedure would be repeated in seven years, if she was still alive. Nothing else about her needed work.
Satisfied with these results, Ursa moved on to the physical and martial arts report.
“Wonderful,” he said aloud, “just as I thought.”
In one year’s time this hotel management major had bested her class in ultimate hand-to-hand combat and mixed martial arts, even Magnus had difficulty handling her.
The jet hit an air pocket. Ursa grabbed the arms of his seat with both hands, catching her file between his knees before it hit the floor. He glanced around but everyone else appeared not to notice his edginess.
A note at the bottom of her psychological evaluation struck him as significant.
This candidate mimics emotions. She reacts to how other people respond and copies those responses with accuracy. However, her brain scans show she’s simply acting. 
How long will she be of value to him? Ursa hoped he could keep her alive and well until her fifteen-thousandth day arrived. Impossible? No. Improbable? Yes. If she made it to day 1,872, she’d be above average.
#
Applicant Twelve’s mind devoured the edition of USA Today she’d found in the waiting room outside Ursa’s office. She hadn’t seen or heard anything about world events while inside her training facility. She finished the paper in ten minutes and looked for something else to read. Her intelligence quotient had been measured five different ways and averaged at 152. She could retain more than ninety percent of what she read in her general recall memory.
“Applicant Twelve?” a female voice asked. “The director has been delayed. He should arrive shortly. Would you like a cup of coffee?”
Her response took a millisecond to form. She smiled, “Sure, why not.” 
She studied the woman for a moment. Young, maybe her own age, twenty-four or five, slim, and well educated.
“Nice outfit, who designed it?” she asked.
The woman blushed. “The dress is the latest from France. Would you like cream or sugar?”
“Neither, I’m watching my weight.”
She wondered why the woman blushed, and whether it would be courteous to mention it to her. She didn’t.
A half hour later, with every magazine read and looked over twice, Applicant Twelve heard the door open and glanced up to see Ursa step out of his office. “Good to see you again.” He extended his hand. She rose and accepted the handshake. “Nice to see you, Director.”
Ursa ushered her inside and shut the door. His office in Washington looked exactly like his office in New York had looked, right down to the paint colors, molding, and pictures on the walls. The only exception was a photograph of a young woman. She assumed by her brown curly hair and eyes the woman was his daughter. 
“This is a standard office for my level,” Ursa volunteered without her asking. “Now let’s get down to business. Is your implant operating correctly?”
“Yes sir. I can hear and respond.” Would Ursa be with her through her assignments? Without guidance, her tendency would be to fight and survive. “Sir, will you be my boss, and for how long?”
“Ultimately, until one of us dies, yes. But I head a team, and most of your daily contact will be with them.”
“Oh.” Not having instant access to Ursa, pricked at her ego.
“You know my name as Ursa. It’s really Ursa Minor. I report to Ursa Major.”
She frowned. “Those names sound a little like university professors playing an Avatar game.”
“I enjoyed your frown,” he said. “But this is not a game. Your contacts are Polaris—”
A voice in her head interrupted Ursa, “Hello, Applicant Twelve.”
“Hello,” she said. “Your voice is high quality.”
“Another word choice,” Polaris answered.
“Soothing.”
“Good.”
Ursa cleared his throat. “Polaris works days. Vega and Rigel work second and third shifts. They are assigned to you exclusively.”
Magnus entered from the other door as he had on her first day. Looking every bit the taskmaster, he handed her a black briefcase. “Open it.”
She did as instructed. Inside she found a .38 caliber Smith & Weston revolver, a small spring-loaded switchblade, ammunition, cleaning instruments and oils, and an identification packet with a social security card, passport, driver’s license, and four credit cards issued to a Laverna Smythe.
“Laverna is your first assignment name for as long as your first assignment lasts.”
“Haven’t I earned a code name yet?”
Ursa chuckled, and Applicant Twelve mimicked him and intentionally added a smirk.
“Forget your birth name,” Ursa said. “Forget your assignment names after you finish them. The only permanent name you have now is your new Herculean name. We never refer to a Herculean name as a code name.”
“What is my name?”
“Peacock.”
Pride warmed her. The name felt comfortable. She belonged. A quick analysis said she’d joined something worthwhile.
“Peacock,” she mused. “I like it. At first, I thought the word came from the bird, but of course, the name is for the Star, Peacock. I’m a bit disappointed. All my contacts, and you, have names from the Northern Hemisphere and are among the top ten brightest, but I’m a Southern Hemisphere star.”
“Yes, a blue giant. Don’t you see? Your contacts are guiding stars. They’ll signal you from afar. You’ll operate at a distance. Now pick up your gun.”
Peacock didn’t understand. But she rubbed the revolver with her fingers. She lifted the handle out of its hollow in the case with her right hand and grasped it correctly with her left.
“Shoot Magnus,” Ursa said.
The shot rang out in less than a second. The bullet struck Magnus in the middle of his hair-covered left temple and red globs splattered the wall and the door behind him. But he didn’t fall. The shocked expression on his face slowly faded into a grizzly looking sneer.
“You tricked me,” she snapped and wagged her finger at Ursa. “It’s paint.”
“You passed your final exam.” 
The door behind Magnus opened and several staffers entered carrying a cake.
“Welcome to Hercules, Peacock,” Ursa said. “Let’s all sing “Happy Birthday.”



 
Chapter 3
 
Day 404
Peacock opened her eyes to view a room brightened by the first rays of light filtering into her 17th floor suite. The new Emerald of the Americas Hotel had been her home for the past thirty-three days. From her balcony, she had a clear view of the Blair House, the White House, and Lafayette Park. She strolled to the window and pulled back the sheers. “Good morning, President Charles W. Monroe, I’m at your service.”
“This morning you’re at my service, Peacock.”
Polaris, or one of his partners, was always around it seemed. 
“Give me an update while I shower. You know it takes a girl in my business a long time to get ready.”
“Ursa received information while you were sleeping. You may become involved at some point. Have you ever heard of Stromiehre International?”
“German owned electronic manufacturer specializing in military and aircraft technology. Am I right?” 
She wondered why the water from the shower didn’t affect the implant in her head.
“Yes. One of your guests today is a lobbyist for Stromiehre. His name is Steve Nash. He’s coming with Congressman Snell. Ursa wants you to get close to him.”
“How close?”
“If you can develop him as a client, even see him outside of work, Ursa would be pleased. Stromiehre is bidding on an enormous number of U.S. military guidance and aircraft systems.”
Her involvement in an international assignment intrigued her. “What is it about these bids that upset him?”
“Ursa doesn’t like the fact that European corporations are involved in manufacturing our most critical military technology.”
“Okay, I’ll get close to Nash.” 
Peacock heard the customary signal indicating Polaris was back on listening-mode. She toweled off and left her hair wet. Her beautician would be here any moment to prepare her for the day. With her hair a natural auburn color and with creamy skin and blue eyes, matching up blushes, lipsticks, and eye shadows was an impossible task for her. Beauticians needed to be relied on.
She examined the schedule that had been slipped under her door by Felicia, her second-in-command. Lunch from noon to one-thirty in the Valley Forge Room with General Ruttman and his aide, on the floor from one-thirty to three o’clock, which meant meet, greet, and watch out for unseemly behavior. At three, she was to meet with Congressman Snell and Steve Nash, the dynamic duo Polaris had mentioned and entice them into the secret Lagoon Room.
She’d compare Nash to her image of a perfect man and see how close he came.
She turned the page of her schedule to see how the rest of her day looked. Ghastly, if Ursa wanted her to build a relationship with Nash, she’d have to extend an invite for another day. You didn’t consummate the deed in Room 1515. You warmed up the client for contact later.
Peacock wondered at the changes she’d experienced. A new life had been created for her. She owned a house in Bethesda she’d never visited. Her estate appraised for over seven billion dollars, inherited from a father who didn’t exist. The social register of Who’s Who listed her among the top one hundred wealthiest individuals in the world along with people she’d never met. Laverna Smythe was an illusion.
Peacock considered herself a very lucky girl.
#
“Good morning Ms. Smythe,” a front desk trainee waved a greeting.
Peacock waved back, but didn’t slow her pace. “Morning Eddie, business seems slow this morning.”
“It’s almost eleven. The morning crowds checked out and the afternoon tourist groups won’t arrive until close to two.” His eyes followed her as she hurried across the lobby. “You look sharp this morning.”
You’re out of your league. “Thanks.” 
Men weren’t original. Of course, she looked sharp. The thought struck her that Eddie was only a couple of years younger than she was, yet hardly a man at all.
Peacock rushed past the indoor pool to a stairway with a sign reading Authorized Personnel Only. Down five steps she went, rounded the corner to the left, and came to a set of gold, engraved elevator doors with the words Emerald Executive Club etched on them. Peacock pulled out her club director’s keycard, put it in the slot, and the doors opened.
This elevator had entry doors on both sides. The side Peacock entered from connected to the hotel where she and her employees also lived. The other set of doors opened one floor up revealing a marble indoor walkway that connected to the new Congressional Tube—the Speedway some called it.
Members of Congress could board the exclusive underground rail at the Capital and ride to where the old Farragut West Metro Station used to be. Congressmen and Senators arrived at the hub to the White House in less than a minute, putting them a three-minute walk away from the elevator to the Emerald Executive Club.
Peacock pushed the only selection other than the White House hub next to the other door, the fifteenth floor. She glanced at her watch, almost eleven o’clock. She had time to check on each employee before General Ruttman and his guest arrived for lunch. 
At the fifteenth floor, the elevator jerked to a stop. Jolts had negative effects on Peacock since the accident. Her mind flashed back to the day her parents and her brother died. She heard the screeching of brakes. Blood splattered as it had nine years before, this time landing on the elevator doors and side rails, dripping to the floor in vivid reds.
The elevator doors opened. She forced herself back to reality and swallowed the memory. Before her was the gold and forest-green corridor that led to Room 1515, and Room 1515’s doors were open. Two very large men, Browne and Holden, greeted her, saying “Good morning, Laverna,” in unison.
“Good morning, Browne,” she answered, “you too, Holden.”
Browne, she’d handpicked the first day she came to work. He did his job. People felt his presence. They thought first before making trouble. Holden was picked by Ursa. She hadn't been told whether he was a Herculean or not. She presumed he was. The CIA built the hotel under a shell company name. All her female employees were handpicked Herculean agents.
She’d taken no more than five steps toward the reception desk, when Felicia rushed up, her black hair flying as she came. “The word’s out. Apparently, I’ve drawn a following. A group of senators nicknamed themselves ‘The Coffee with Felicia Club.’ Thank God, my clients don’t work nights. These early risers keep me busy enough.”
Clients? Peacock frowned at the term. Felicia must have meant customers. Of the five hundred or so visitors to Room 1515 daily, only two percent were clients. They were the moles Ursa used inside Congress to do his bidding, and whoever accompanied them to the Lagoon Room unawares.
Ursa selected who was to be a client, and who was not. The rest didn’t know the Lagoon Room existed. They were visitors to Room 1515 for other reasons, a place to relax, have a meal, and have important conversations. Felicia only entertained two clients a week on average.
“Update me as I make my rounds.” Peacock headed over to the reception desk. She grabbed her planner. Felicia focused on Peacock, seemingly waiting for her to move. She hurried off into the lounge with Felicia tagging along behind.
 “My first guests arrived at five this morning,” Felicia said. “Congress is taking a week’s break starting tomorrow. No wonder they don’t get much done.”
Peacock didn’t reply. Instead, she inspected the slate-top tables, leather chairs, and carpets with a critical eye. VIP’s expected a VIP look. She sniffed the air. “Good, the no smoking rule seems to be working.”
“Is everything okay?” Felicia asked, her big brown eyelids batting expectantly.
Peacock sensed a need for approval and said, “Everything seems in order.”
“Tell her she did a good job.”
Polaris’ voice slammed her back to her new reality. She was never alone. She smiled at her assistant. “I approve.”
Concern left Felicia’s face. Her head bobbed back and forth at Peacock’s words. She thought Felicia looked rather like a puppy, a brown-eyed
black lab ready to fetch. “Let’s check the bar and restaurant area.”
Room 1515 covered 45,000 square feet, taking up the whole 15th floor, plus 4,000 additional square feet of the 14th. A line was already forming for lunch as the clock struck the eleventh hour. Peacock recognized several White House staffers. The Secretary of the Treasury waved and called to her. “Hello, Lovey.”
“You look spiffy, Dick,” she replied.
Secretary Wilson was a morally correct man in her eyes. He didn’t cheat on his wife. He didn’t accept political favors. If she were ever ordered to kill him, she’d snap his neck. He wouldn’t feel a thing. 
“I wonder how much a guest key costs our esteemed members?” she asked.
“Golly, I don’t know,” Felicia answered. “Who cares anyway?”
“I used to be a taxpayer. I guess I should have cared then.”
The two passed the cigar room. Its two large brass-plated doors were shut as was customary. Peacock pulled up the shade on the glass side-panel. She focused on four gentlemen a distance away by the window. They were engaged in intense conversation and half-hidden in a mist of smoke. “I’ll avoid going in and take your word for the room’s condition.”
“The Korean Ambassador and Secretary Scoffield are hammering out some deal in there.”
“The room’s bugged, Lovey.” Polaris said, and sang a little song to her. “She’s lovely. She’s Lovey. She wouldn’t hurt a buggy.”
Damn it. She couldn’t respond to him with her assistant present. His irritating rhyming needed correction. If she ignored it, Ursa might think she wasn’t reacting as she should to sarcasm. She’d be stuck with more training. She grunted.
“What’s the matter?” Felicia asked.
“I had an ugly thought. Nothing you can help me with.” She heard Polaris laugh and then the disconnect signal. “I don’t like the color schemes they used for the décor in the lounge and restaurant. I’m an autumn color. I show best in warm, earthy surroundings.”
“They used modern Dick Tracy,” Felicia said. “It’s supposed to be in contrast to what customers have to look at all day long. Government offices are pretty drab.”
Felicia took out a key and opened another door. They walked down a hallway and around a corner to their right. There stood the door to the Lagoon Room. Felicia pulled out her card. 
No guest entered The Lagoon Room without an escort. 
Peacock supervised eight consorts besides Felicia. All of whom had cards as well. Two of them, Phyllis and Melanie, were swimming nude in the lagoon with three men Peacock didn’t recognize.
“The older man is a lobbyist for the tobacco industry,” Felicia said. “The other two work for the Democratic National Committee.”
Mel, as Melanie was called, excused herself from her client and climbed out of the lagoon. She sauntered over and dried off with a towel. “I turned the water temperature up a tad. Little Charley was shriveling away.” 
She pulled Peacock close. “A company called GreenAire has supposedly perfected a filter that can be used to purify everything from cigarettes to smokestacks. The old fat man wants to block the patent application.”
“Thanks, Mel. Good work.”
“Better work than you know.” Polaris’ voice burst in. “We’ll make sure he doesn’t succeed.”
The first two weeks, Polaris drove her nuts. Now she handled the interruptions a tad better. Peacock gave Mel a hug and a gentle pat on the butt. “Back to work, honey, your partner’s being overwhelmed. Have her join me at the front when she’s finished.”
Peacock turned to her assistant and said, “Looks like another typical day.”



 
Chapter 4
 
Thomas Reed meticulously brushed his teeth in front of his master bath mirror in Lasswade, Scotland. He flossed and brushed again. He repeated the process several times. He scrubbed his ruddy face immaculately clean and trimmed his nails down to the skin. Then Reed washed his hands four times and rinsed them with Clorox and water.
Not a scrap of identification existed in the name of Thomas Reed. Not that he wasn’t human, he was. But he went by seven different names outside the ‘Sons of Tiw,’ none of those names Thomas Reed. He had the ear of Arthur Pendleton of the World Financial Corporation. Reed joined the Sons of Tiw after hearing Pendleton speak on the future of the world.
Reed coveted Pendleton’s friendship. At the drop of Pendleton’s name, doors opened for Reed within respectable circles. Pendleton valued Reed almost as much as he valued his concept of a future utopian society.
In the world of espionage, Reed’s reputation excelled. He was sharper than most and arguably the best mind for running a KGB-style organization. Allied with no country, not interested particularly in personal gain, Reed crafted every assignment into a work of art.
Now the name Hercules was on Reed’s radar compliments of Pendleton.
Reed filed what was left of his nails as he walked through his house to his communications lab. The lab, located on the upper tier of this white-stone home, contained five separate satellite hookups with voice-activated controls.
“Connect to Logan.”
The instant Reed spoke a screen lit up and the words, Stand by, flashed red. Then a visual of a man standing, looking out a window toward what appeared to be a mountain range, emerged onto the screen.
“Enjoying the morning, Logan?”
“Yes, immensely, I presume you’re interested in the diagnostics. That’s why you’re calling. Isn’t it?”
Logan appeared relaxed. Reed wasn’t the relaxed type.
When planning a professional assassination attempt, the first pieces of the puzzle were logistically sound locations, places where the target of the hit spent most of his or her time. Reed needed those puzzle pieces to prepare a plan for Pendleton.
“What do you have for me, Mr. Logan?”
“The top five locations where both President Monroe and his wife are most likely to be together are: the presidential bedroom, Air Force One,
Marine One, the President’s helicopter, and the Stagecoach, the President’s limousine. The two spent a good deal of time together in those locations or vehicles during our sample time trial.”
Logan walked to a serving table and poured himself a cup of coffee.
“Why not at his family ranch?” Reed asked.
“Too large an area and too wide a margin for error. Plus, Monroe rarely visits the ranch.” Logan took a sip of his coffee, and Reed said his goodbye.
Not a player in the larger scheme of things, Logan flew immediately off Reed’s radar. He called his strategists. These were three specialists. Assassins in their own right, each was available to the highest bidder. More than that, they were confidants who knew and respected Reed’s work.
“Contact Lytle, Morgan, and Van Meer.”
Reed pressed a button on his hand-held controls and divided the screen in thirds.
“Raining in Donegal, Lytle?” Reed asked.
“Aye and raining in Germany as well. Stromiehre’s stock dropped because of the hiccup in the States. We need to know who precisely is behind this Hercules organization.”
“Probably Monroe, he’s one of the topics of this meeting.”
Morgan came onboard from New Plymouth, New Zealand. He’d been awakened in the middle of the night.
“Bloody poor timing,” he grouched.
Van Meer, Pendleton’s best friend, hooked in from his home in Delft, where he lived when he wasn’t on an assignment. Van Meer and Reed had worked together for years. Reed trusted him more than most, indeed if anyone could really be trusted when it came to espionage.
“If I’m correct,” Reed said, “Van Meer has a list of MI6 moles inside the U.S. Secret Service and the CIA. Before we can strike Monroe internally, we have to infiltrate Monroe’s security team. Before we can succeed in a terrorist attack externally, we have to find out how the president’s security team and Hercules operate.”
The sandy-haired Van Meer could be seen pounding away on his computer. Then he turned to the satellite screen and addressed Reed. “We have several men assigned to important political figures. Several have done some courier work for us. But five particularly are good at information access, targeting, and destruction if you understand my drift.”
Reed pondered a moment. “What’s the likelihood of placing someone on this new Emerald hotel’s kitchen or cleaning staff? More powerful politicians gather there than in the Congress.”
“Unskilled workers don’t have access to important people. For efficiency, we need to get a political tagalong inside, someone accompanying a high rank government official. The less important the person is the less attention he’ll get from the eyes of Herculean moles. Hercules will have agents there with all the fat politicians around.” Van Meer seemed to scan the faces of his partners. His boyish features and steel blue eyes were now clear via satellite.
“Van Meer is right. A quiet observer might spot a likely Herculean simply by watching and listening.” Reed furrowed his eyebrows. “Once a target is spotted, we cut him or her off from the others and extract the information we need.”
He rubbed his pants with a lint brush and looked up at his screens. “Lytle, get someone inside the Emerald.”
“Roger that,” Lytle answered.
Reed stretched, then continued removing lint. “Now let’s get back to Monroe. Within the year, we need to assassinate him and move Vice President Edmunds into power. I’ve decided. We’ll shoot down Marine One.”
“Interesting choice,” Van Meer muttered.
“The craft lacks speed. There are multiple sites where a sharpshooter can obtain an accurate fix on the helicopter along its path to Andrews Air Force Base.”
“We shoot down the helicopter with a surface to air missile?” Morgan sounded skeptical. “The time to implement would be eighteen months.”
“No, within the year.”
In the back of Reed’s mind, another plan was forming in case the helicopter attempt failed. Placing an agent inside the White House close to the Presidential bedroom intrigued him. An embedded agent could strike late at night. But it would take longer to put an agent in place than to shoot down the helicopter. He’d move on Plan B himself, while the others worked on Plan A.
“I’ll need your blueprint on destroying the helicopter,” Reed said. “When Arthur Pendleton demands a plan, he wants an immaculately precise one. I’m to speak with him in three weeks, and I want a foolproof map laid out.”
#
“Yes, Mr. Browne, I’m expecting Ambassador Zelinoff. The Republic of Georgia is always welcome.” Peacock batted her eyelashes as three tall, rugged but stately men approached her. “And who are these handsome men with you, Ambassador?”
“My translator and my bodyguard, beautiful one.” Zelinoff took her hand and planted a juicy kiss on her that made her want to wipe her mouth on her sleeve. She resisted the urge.
“Later?” She nodded. “Do you have a favorite?”
“Daphne, if she’s working.”
“She’s not. But she’ll be in the Lagoon Room for you.”
“I’m grateful,” the ambassador said, still holding on to her hand. “My sponsor, your Department of State liaison, Howard Perkins, is he already seated in the lounge area?”
She pulled her hand away and waved to a demure brunette. “Phyllis, if you would be so kind, show the ambassador and his team to Mr. Perkins’ table.”
“He was to have arrived with only his translator,” Polaris whispered. “Have Browne watch the bodyguard. You watch the bodyguard as well, at least until Nash arrives.”
“Okay,” Peacock said, motioning to Browne. She didn’t think it unusual for a bodyguard to accompany an ambassador. But she edged her body around to keep the Perkins’ party in view.
She’d enjoyed the attention and the opulence of her assignment thus far. She had the benefits of an occasional liaison at her own choosing. But she craved the action and physical combat she’d been trained for.
“Excuse me.” Browne’s voice turned her back around. “Congressman Snell, party of two.”
She forced an angelic smile. “Congressman, how good to have you back.”
He leaned close and whispered. “We’ll need some time, maybe an hour. Then if I’m pleased with the outcome of the conversation, will Phyllis be available in the Lagoon Room?”
Snell leered, and she watched to see if his face would crack, the old fart. But it didn’t. “I’ll join you for your friend if that would please you.”
“Immensely, to what do I owe the privilege?”
“Your companion is handsome.”
Nash appeared nervous. He sat and waited, bouncing his leg until Snell called him over. Peacock studied him from afar. He was a man in his mid-thirties, muscular, tanned, and obviously in excellent shape. At least she’d enjoy the physical aspect of getting close to this target.
“The bug is in place and active. Escort them to their table in the lounge.”
So much for appreciating the view, Polaris had spoken. She waved to Phyllis who had returned from seating Zelinoff’s party. “Take over here. It’s three o’clock and time for my rounds.”
#
At four-thirty, Peacock placed her card in the Lagoon Room door and opened it. She entered followed by Nash and Congressman Snell. Phyllis closed the door and made sure the electronic back-up lock was secure. The Lagoon Room couldn’t be seen from the main complex. One had to pass a sign that read. Do not enter. Hotel personnel only beyond this point.
“Oh, my God,” Nash said.
He appeared totally taken off-guard. His tanned face would have gone ghost-white if it could, she thought.
“I don’t see a ring,” Peacock said. “You don’t have to join us if you’d rather not. I will say you may look and touch with permission, but nothing else here in the Lagoon.”
He appeared at a loss as to what to do. Congressman Snell and Phyllis were already nude and splashing at poolside.
Peacock extended her hands toward Nash. “Let me help.”
Nash waved her off and disrobed.
Hum, this will be exciting.
She unbuttoned her blouse and slipped it off. She turned around. “Could you unfasten me?”
His hands were warm as he removed her bra. This was the part she enjoyed the most, more than the act, more than sweet words. She slipped out of her skirt and panties and stretched her arms skyward. Nash’s face reddened and his body responded in kind. Yes, she was irresistible. Her natural beauty made her an excellent value to Ursa and to Hercules.



 
Chapter 5
 
Day 475
“Lovey, wake up. It’s time to get ready for work.”
Peacock squeezed her eyelids tight and grimaced. “Go away you ogre.”
Nash rubbed her back. She opened one eye. He was falling in love. She was bored with him. A sweet guy, a tiger under the sheets, but she hoped Hercules would end the assignment sooner than later. She rolled out of bed, showered, and pulled out a t-shirt and jeans. They’d get her to work where she could put on a proper outfit.
“Who’s Pendleton?” she asked as he gave her a hug.
“You are a strange creature,” Nash said. “No, see you later. No, I love you, honey.”
“Well, I’m curious. You talk to him or about him every half hour it seems.”
“He heads several organizations. He’s an important man.” Nash turned and faced her squarely. “If we become what I think we’re becoming, he’ll be an important part of my career. The Stromiehre deal could bring me over a hundred thousand in commissions, plus more business.”
“Doesn’t it bother you that foreigners are making U.S. weaponry?”
“We have a global economy. Now kiss me you sexpot and give me a date when you’ll quit that job. I want you all to myself.”
She did the obligatory passionate lip-lock and hurried out his apartment door. “Love you. See you tomorrow night.”
Peacock had a block and a half to walk to get to the side entrance of the Emerald. She hadn’t gone fifty yards when her training senses told her to be on the alert. A black van sat back off the street in an alleyway. She’d never seen the van there before, and her instincts said move fast. She quickened her steps and caught a glimpse of someone approaching off to her left side. Before she could turn, an assailant leaped at her knocking her off her feet and into another alleyway.
Without thinking, she tucked her right shoulder down as she fell and flung her attacker farther into the alley near a loading dock. Before she could regain her balance, several goons grabbed her. She thrust her left hand palm out smashing the tip of the nose of the first to arrive, pushing the upper cartilage and nasal bone straight back into his brain.
As he fell over dead, he knocked his partner off balance. Peacock wheeled around and swung a karate chop with her left hand against the second man’s Adam’s apple, leaving him on his knees and gasping for air.
He’ll die. 
Her first antagonist had righted himself. He leaped straight up. She couldn’t see where he went. Two other men faced off with her. Circling with her hands up and positioned to attack, she feinted toward the man on her right, rolled backward, and kicked the man on her left against what she thought was a bare wall. He stayed where he hit, impaled on a hook attached to the metal edge of the loading dock.
The other man came at her and they exchanged blows. He landed a punch against her ribs, shooting breath-stopping pain into her lungs. She had enough strength to trip him, landing a fatal blow to the side of his neck, breaking it as he fell. 
Before she could straighten up her first attacker dropped on her, seemingly out of the sky. He trapped her against the dead body beneath her. With both his hands on her neck, she fought to breathe. She feigned unconsciousness by going limp. Then a shot rang out. The man choking her screamed. Blood streamed down his arm and over her face.
Peacock rolled her assailant off her. Polaris yelled, “Don’t kill him.”
“What?”
“Go directly to the hotel. A doctor and her assistant are waiting for you.” 
She pulled herself to her feet. A count of four dead impressed even her. The injured attacker didn’t count. She hadn’t inflicted the wound. Still she felt good. This kind of action was what she’d been looking for. 
“Glad you showed up, Polaris.”
“I didn’t. I’m at headquarters.”
She looked around to see four Herculeans running toward the scene. She walked away as the bodies were being removed. The wounded man had been dragged to a waiting car and stuffed in the back seat. There would be no evidence two minutes from now that anything had happened.
“You’re going to question him?”
“He’ll be questioned, then killed.”
“I killed four. I bet that’s a record.”
“No, Peacock, you’re not the brightest star in the sky.”
“Who is then?”
“Before I came in from the field my name was Sirius.”
Peacock reflected a moment. Polaris was the star to be guided by. Sirius was the brightest. They were one and the same. “I am honored to be in your service.”
“Of course you are.”
Even aching, waves of pride caused her to strut. “What about Nash?”
“Once he mentioned Pendleton, he sealed his fate. He’s being questioned.”
“He’s only greedy. He’s not a terrorist or anything.”
Polaris switched to listening mode.
#
Doctor Berk stood no taller than Peacock’s breasts and her stethoscope felt like ice. Still this small wrinkle-faced woman commanded respect. “Breathe in as deeply as you can.”
“It hurts when I do that.”
“I know.”
The adrenalin rush of an hour ago lingered. Peacock had never actually killed before. With human trainees, she had to stop her strikes inches from their targets, and dummies didn’t die.
“Proud of yourself?” To Peacock’s amazement, Ursa ambled through the door of her suite. “You should be. You’re proving yourself more than capable for the tasks I assign.”
“Be a gentleman,” Doctor Berk huffed. “The girl’s indisposed.”
“She means I’m naked.” Peacock waved a hello at Ursa. “Don’t be a prude, Berk. In my business, nudity isn’t given a second thought.”
“How is she, Madeline?”
Doctor Berk groaned. “Her ribs are bruised, not broken. You and Doctor Kolb’s precious implant isn’t fazed. Peacock’s mental state is abnormally calm given what she’s been through. I’m sure you’re proud of yourself.”
Peacock cringed at the mention of Doctor Kolb’s name. Kolb had installed the communications device with the bedside manner of a Nazi medical experimenter.
She noticed the professional respect Ursa gave Doctor Berk as Berk left.
“Go get dressed so we can talk,” Ursa said.
She didn’t mind being naked and talking. Clothes were a social convenience and a moral necessity. She put on a lavender robe and flopped down on her bed. The moment she relaxed flashes of light and the screaming voices of the dying leaped out from her repressed memory. The sound of crushing metal overwhelmed her senses. She wrapped her arms tight about herself, not wanting to give away her vulnerability.
“I could use a drink, how about you?” Ursa asked, breaking the horror of her vision.
“Love one,” she answered.
The room was chilly and she pulled her robe even tighter. “I must have turned the heater off.”
Ursa walked over to the unit and turned it on. Alone in the room with her boss, she pushed her nightmares back into the recesses of her mind. 
“I haven’t seen you since my first birthday.”
“One hundred and nine days ago,” Ursa said. “Polaris is turned off for this conversation. This is between you and me.”
She reached behind her ear, then pulled her hand back. 
“There are some things you need to know.” He poured himself a glass of Jack Daniels. “I like mine straight. You?”
“Is this going to be alarming?” She watched his face. There was both concern and sadness in his eyes. “I’m not a drinker, per se, but I can hold my own.”
He poured her one equally strong. “We’ve never discussed America’s enemies at any length, except for the obvious ones.”
“No, but I’m not interested in who or why, only my role in the solution.” She took a sip, then another. “What do men see in these drinks? Wine is far more delicate.”
“Sometimes our friends are our enemies.” He downed his glass in one gulp and cleared his throat. “As to whiskey, some topics are easier to discuss after a belt of throat burners or two.”
“Okay.” She downed hers and coughed. “God, this is awful.”
“The name, Pendleton, mean anything to you?”
“You know it does. Nash talked to an Arthur Pendleton quite often.” She rotated her arm. The pain in her ribs was decreasing. “Poor Nash, I totally fooled him into thinking I was in love with him. Don’t kill him. He’s harmless.”
“No one’s harmless.”
“He is.” She paused a moment. “Apparently, Pendleton is very interested in Stromiehre being the successful bidder on U.S. military electronic systems. He is financing Nash’s lobbyist activities. I think Nash is simply naïve.”
“Would it interest you to know that the people who attacked you were associated with Pendleton?”
“Shit, pour me another drink.”
“In a moment,” Ursa pulled his chair next to the bottle and within reach of her hand. “Pendleton and his boss, Eric Throgmorton, run the W.F.C., the World Financial Corporation. They control most of the European Commonwealth’s money, actually most of the world’s money. Their equivalent to our Secret Service wants to get their hands on, and interrogate a member of Hercules. We know they’re attempting to place someone deep inside our organization, if they haven’t already.”
“How did they know I’m a Herculean?”
“We don’t know that they did. But it’s obvious by the attack they suspected.” Ursa reached for the bottle. “Now let’s have a final drink.”
“If my cover is blown, will you relocate me?”
Ursa let out a hearty warm laugh. “No, and for several reasons: First, no one returned from their mission. We checked their cell phones.  No communication regarding you, or your name, was sent once the attack started.” 
He downed his second shot. “Ah, that’s good. Second, their lobbyist has disappeared. They’ll have to replace him. When they do, it will be with someone we know is connected.”
“Don’t you think they know my name?”
“I suspect they don’t. They know where Nash picked you up. So they know Hercules is embedded at the Emerald.” He stretched back and put his hands behind his head. “They know we foiled their plan, since their agents never returned. They’ll probe the Emerald’s Room 1515, and we’ll be waiting for them.”
He stood up, reached inside his suit pocket, and handed her an envelope. “You deserve a vacation. You’ll travel by private jet to Athens.”
“Greece?”
“Of course, two weeks at the new Royal Villa Grand Olympian Resort will help you heal.” He grinned, his gray hair a little long around the ears. “You’ll have your own bodyguards, butler, masseuse, chef, pianist, a private heated pool and beach all to yourself and invited guests. By the way, Arthur Pendleton will be a guest at the Royal Villa as well. His suite will be right next to yours.”
“Why don’t you assassinate Pendleton and be done with it?”
Ursa sighed. “He’s too important to kill. Do you want to bankrupt the world? The instant he dies the World’s economy turns to sand.” 
#
Ursa strolled out of the Emerald Hotel. He pulled his coat collar up and raced out from under the awning to his waiting limo. A spring downpour blasted D.C. with winds and heavy rain. He slid into the back seat to find Doctor Beatrice Kolb seated beside him.
“Big Brother sent me. I wouldn’t bother you otherwise.”
“You enticed him, Bea. He can’t say no to you.” Ursa squeezed her knee. “What do you want?”
“The Neuron-probe’s completed its Beta tests. I want to try it on Peacock.”
“How many idiots did you create in the process, ten, more?”
“Tests are not without casualties. The last twelve trials were perfect.”
Ursa folded his arms across his chest. “No one in my unit will be an experimental monkey, least of all Peacock.”
“But Neuron-probe’s predecessor is working inside her now.”
“As a transmitter and emotional monitor, yes, you’re talking complete mind control with Neuron what’s its name. I’m not comfortable with that.”
Kolb turned toward him. His senses warned him to be on guard.
“The name is Neuron-probe, Ursa. Peacock will become the ultimate weapon. The beauty is it works so subtly she won’t know she’s under our control.”
“Keep testing, Bea,” Ursa said, as the limousine pulled up to the White House gate. “I don’t believe you have clearance here. So please leave. My driver will give you my umbrella. I’ll call you.”



 
Chapter 6
 
British Prime Minister Grace Claymore tapped her foot hard against the leg of her desk. Eric Throgmorton should be calling her, not the other way around.
“Throgmorton,” he answered. 
She recognized his gravelly voice, though her aide held her phone.
“Please hold for Madam Prime Minister.”
Claymore reached up and grabbed the phone from her aide as he left. She rued her short stature and extra weight. “Are you watching Monroe on the B.B.C.?”
“No, should I be?”
“I should think so,” Claymore said. “We have to take Monroe seriously. Europe stands to lose billions. He’s an isolationist, and the European Union is vulnerable.”
“He doesn’t have a prayer for re-election.”
“Don’t scoff at this. My staff advisers think he’ll win. Turn on the telly and listen to his jabber for yourself.”
“If you feel it’s pertinent, Madam,” Throgmorton said matter-of-factly. “The W.F.C. will study the polls and let you know what we think.”
Was he dismissing her? The nerve of that balding old bulldog. “Monroe made his opening reelection campaign speech last week. Listen to a portion of it.”
Claymore picked up a copy provided by her staff. She cradled the phone between her shoulder and chin, held the paper open with both hands, and read Monroe’s statement. “America must rebuild its infrastructure or fall to the status of a third-world country. We can’t rebuild unless we bring our military home from the four corners of the globe and stop paying interest on our national debt immediately.”
She tossed the speech copy back onto her desk. “Vice President Edmunds should be president. He’s an idiot, but he is our idiot. At least he doesn’t advocate throwing the balance of world military and financial power awry.”
“I’m aware of Monroe’s platform.”
“If Edmunds were in power,” she continued. “U.S. troops would be placed under U.N. command. He’d back us on the Stromiehre plan. But he didn’t oppose Monroe’s run for a second term. Monroe could win re-election, even as unpopular as he is, with this third party, the I.C.P., surfacing from the conservative ranks.”
“I have a meeting in New York next week, Madam,” Throgmorton said. “Arthur Pendleton will assemble a report on Monroe’s chances of winning. We’ll review the situation with our leadership.”
Throgmorton totally missed the point. The election was five months away. As head of the most powerful financial organization in the world, he had more to lose financially than she did. “If Charles Monroe becomes president again, his economic plan will throw the world into turmoil.”
“I said I’ll look into it.” His voice grated out a sarcastic, “Cheerio.”
“Sir, I’m not finished.”
She needed the W.F.C., but she didn’t have to put up with insolence. If Edmunds wasn’t elected president, she’d have to sell the plan for U.S. troops under U.N. command all over again. America’s military must be on her side. If, God help her, Europe confronted Iran. The situation might escalate into war. 
“I want you to eliminate Monroe! You have MI6’s resources.”
Throgmorton said nothing.
Claymore refused to speak.
“I’ll have Arthur research all possibilities. He’ll enlighten us in New York.”
“See that you do.”
Claymore set the phone down in its cradle and eased her aching hip onto her leather armchair cushion. “I’m surrounded by incompetence.” 
She was tired of talking with Throgmorton. Having worked thirty years to rise to power, she didn’t have to put up with the likes of him. Arthur Pendleton was a smart chap. She could reason with him. Pendleton should be heading the W.F.C. and she could work to make that happen.
She flushed ever so slightly. One day she’d stick a prong into Throgmorton’s ego and deflate her old nemesis.
“I’ll call Pendleton myself.”
#
Arthur Pendleton greeted the financial dignitaries as they arrived for their New York meeting. The conference room on the 63rd floor of the new Global Communications Center was more opulent than the London Headquarters. Soft beams of light reflected off mahogany paneled walls. Seven multi-billionaires attended in person. They took their places around a table shaped like a quarter-moon. Several other members connected in by videoconference from points around the globe. London, Paris, Zurich, Tokyo, Munich, and Sydney were all represented by a member of the W.F.C.
These financiers owed their allegiance to the European Union and its ally, Japan. They accumulated wealth, loaned money, and aided governments worldwide. Their agenda for this meeting was simple: determine their stance regarding the presidential election in the United States.
Eric Throgmorton, the W.F.C. Chairman, acted in the role of moderator. He sat facing the table, the attendees, and the monitors. His presence dominated most meetings until now.
Pendleton sat off to Throgmorton’s left and studied his boss and mentor with disdain. There Throgmorton sat dressed in a charcoal gray business suit with a claret red shirt and tie to match. He must have ten identical outfits, Pendleton marveled. He’d advised Throgmorton he looked better with the suit coat off, more powerful. One of Pendleton’s roles was to make the old bugger look good.
But Pendleton was becoming the real power within the organization. He put together the agenda and made the contacts. Throgmorton just showed up. Pendleton joined the W.F.C. fresh from Cambridge eleven years earlier. Ambitious and idealistic, he’d proven himself both effective and loyal.
Throgmorton was learning to depend on him more and more.
Pendleton warmed inside. Although Throgmorton still controlled the money, he made the mistake of delegating to Pendleton the responsibility of manipulating the deals. Now Pendleton was more popular than Throgmorton within the W.F.C., within the British Parliament, and within many W.F.C. funded corporations.
To this meeting, Pendleton invited every key player in their network of corporate C.E.O.’s and financiers. Non-W.F.C. members didn’t sit at the quarter-moon table. They sat in theater seats on the fringes. His key invitee was Philip Martin, a United States lobbyist and political influence expert. He was also C.E.O. of Martin & Stern Advertising.
Martin boasted a Harvard MBA. He had a reputation for building and destroying political careers. He procured the finances to fund political attack ads. On occasion, he worked for both Democrats and Republicans at the same time. Whether he would work on behalf of foreign interests remained to be seen. Pendleton hoped Martin was greedy enough to help bring an end to Charles S. Monroe’s presidency.
Pendleton almost chuckled. When he controlled the world, political ads and ads in general would cease to exist.
Pendleton frowned as Thomas Belington, a common lackey who ran Prime Minister Claymore’s errands, entered the room.
“Why did you invite him?” Throgmorton had screamed when learning of Belington’s invitation.
“Madam Prime Minister requested his presence.”
“I don’t bloody much care what Claymore wants. She won’t be Prime Minister much longer if I have my way.”
Not that Throgmorton didn’t care about the British government and its leadership within the United Nations, he did. So did Pendleton. The success of the European Common Market and the European Union directly affected the growth of W.F.C.’s wealth and might. But Throgmorton despised women with power. He viewed Prime Minister Thatcher as a failure in her time.
Pendleton knew better. Claymore was brilliant. He had no respect for Belington. But he had his own reasons for inviting the man. In fact, a personal phone call from the Prime Minister had given him an opportunity to bend the knee to her wishes. He was counting on that paying off in the future.
When Throgmorton called the meeting to order, Belington was the first to speak. “Prime Minister Claymore demands to know your group’s position in regards to the Monroe campaign.”
Pendleton forced himself to remain quiet. In time, Claymore would come to trust him enough to quit sending in her spies.
“We have no position as of yet,” Throgmorton said. “By the end of this session, you’ll be able to tell your Prime Minister what our stance is. Monroe is ineffective, as is his party. Although I don’t like his politics, do I really consider him a threat to our plans, probably not? We’ll see.”
“Madame Prime Minister disagrees,” Belington huffed. “Our political analysts see a strategy at work that places Vice President Edmunds as our strongest ally. We’d like to see Edmunds as president. He fumbles the football in our direction very nicely, so to speak. He wouldn’t challenge a sitting president for the nomination for political reasons. He’s not in a position to be president unless Monroe is somehow out of the way.”
“Quite so,” Throgmorton said, “but the question is how we push Monroe out? We have our own esteemed researcher doing legwork on that question. Arthur, what are your thoughts?”
Pendleton waited an appropriate time for those present to focus on him. Then he stood. His skill with words and his ability to win people’s trust were his assets. Trading information, brokering power, all while carrying out Throgmorton’s wishes, gave Pendleton the confidence he needed. He would use this meeting to signal to all present that it was Arthur Pendleton who made things happen.
“Usually a conservative American third party pulls votes away from the Republicans,” Pendleton said. “But not in this case. This new party attracts the extremists of both ultra-liberal and ultra-conservative views. You wouldn’t think they’d ever align. But they have.”
Pendleton straightened his tie. He took advantage of his height and muscled chest, strutting from chair to chair. He touched every attendee, placing a hand on a shoulder or shaking a hand as he went. He made eye contact and smiled with authority.
“Here’s the dilemma. Monroe’s doing exactly what we’d do in his situation.”
“He’s a smart chap then,” someone said.
“I agree. With an economy in chaos, he’s pushing to recover every possible dollar he can from his predecessors’ mistakes.”
Pendleton glanced up at the video conference monitors. “The passage of the ‘All-American Vendors for Military Contracts Bill’ is almost a certainty. Without a major misstep, he’ll get re-elected by a very close vote.”
Philip Martin waved a hand.
“Yes, Mr. Martin.”
“Monroe’s threat to go all-American on military contracts doesn’t have congressional approval, yet. Do you feel he can seriously implement that program?”
“Yes,” Pendleton said. “Without outside interference, I do. But, and I hold you to keep this confidential, the media doesn’t know that today the E.U. has the upper hand. The United States owes us more than they owe the Chinese. We’re letting them pay the Chinese back first.”
Pendleton glanced around and focused on the overhead monitors. “Why do you think?”
“Because he who has the gold rules,” Martin answered.
“True, but he who controls the military can seize the gold.” Pendleton flashed a military armament chart on the screens. “American military spending exceeds any other time in history. Monroe reneged on over fifty percent of foreign military contracts without the bill. He has control of the allocations committee. U.S. manufacturers secured those contracts, and they're gearing up for future orders. But critical electronic components are Europe’s last citadel of influence, key military aircraft and electronic components only Europe manufactures today.”
“That’s why you want me.”
“Yes. We need a seasoned American lobbyist to gain us victories in the Stromiehre bid and others, before U.S. manufactures catch up with us.”
“I can influence votes for military contracts.” Martin pulled out his wallet. “All I need from you, gentlemen, is a lot of money.”
The room lit up with laughter. Even Belington managed a good chuckle.
Pendleton put his hand up to his chin, pondering the nasty business of espionage. “You’ll have sufficient cash. But most important is obtaining votes for the Democrat, Russell, to win the election.”
“I thought you wanted Edmunds in office?” Martin said.
If Monroe wins, I’ll have to assassinate him to place Edmunds in power. 
“Under Russell, Edmunds becomes Secretary of Defense as a political gesture.” Pendleton shrugged. “Don’t ask me how I know. Edmunds will then persuade Russell to see things our way. Use bribes, promises, anything you wish to sway voters to reject Monroe’s policies. My concern is your security. We’ll have to provide you a security unit round-the-clock.”
“Why?”
“For your safety,” Pendleton said. “It seems the last man on the job is among the missing.”
“Thank you, Mr. Martin,” Throgmorton said. He didn’t hide his boredom. He was ready to leave the other topics until after the lunch break.
Let the old fool play the buffoon, Pendleton thought. “We’ll give you a contribution of fifty million Euros. Will that be enough to get the job done?”
“It’s a great start,” Martin said.
“Are we in agreement to hire Mr. Martin?” Throgmorton asked, still pushing to adjourn.
“One moment,” Pendleton said. “Gentlemen, please open the folder in front of you marked Confidential.”
Papers rustled as the folders were opened and studied.
“These are the security checks run on Mr. Martin. He passes with honors.”
“All in favor of hiring him,” Throgmorton’s voice boomed.
“Aye.”
“So say one: So say all?” 
“Aye.”
Throgmorton raised his thick gray eyebrows. “Meeting adjourned.” With a slight limp, he ambled from the room.
Arthur Pendleton remained behind after Throgmorton and the rest of his colleagues left. What had become of the nobler purposes that attracted him to the W.F.C. in his youth? Having wealth was supposed to advance the causes of Mankind. Wealth was supposed to put an end to war and raise the standard-of-living worldwide. 
Pendleton popped the top of his pocket watch open and then closed it. What the world needed was enlightened leadership. Democracy seemed unworkable. World peace was impossible as long as religious fanatics and military dictators pushed their agendas. Throgmorton had turned his focus toward personal gain. Maximizing human potential, bringing about a stable world economy, and ensuring world peace, no longer mattered to him.
Still, the end justified the means. For the advancement of a Global Realm as the ruling power in the world, one must embrace a little greed. He who controlled the military controlled the gold, and the might of the U.S, military would make his agenda a reality.
There would be time for enlightened leadership. When that time came, Arthur Pendleton would remind the W.F.C. of what they were forgetting. How would he manipulate events to accomplish his purposes? He’d secretly established a brain trust, his inner circle of twelve, all members of either the W.F.C. or sympathetic to his plan for a one-world government. They were already working on plans to convert the world to a one global government structure. He, not Eric Throgmorton, would enlighten and lead the world into a brighter, futuristic age.
Pendleton rose and his bodyguards followed him out into the hall. 
“When is my flight to Greece?” he asked his assistant.
“Tomorrow, seventeen hundred hours, Sir.”
“Plenty of time then.”
He needed to see Director Jarvis Franks of MI6 at Claymore’s request. He’d meet with Reed in Greece, and then he’d relax. A private beach on the Aegean Sea would be just the thing.



 
Chapter 7
 
Day 480
Peacock leaned over the penthouse balcony and took in the beauty of her private beach. Pendleton and his team were arriving late tonight, thank God. A sense of longing confused her. She had muted if not obliterated her need for relationships. Yet, her maternal instincts were well intact.
Being alone for more than a night, Peacock’s desire to procreate overrode her sense of self-preservation. She jotted down the prerequisites a male had to possess to father her children, if she lived long enough to have any. The man had to be her equal intellectually, even superior in heroism if anyone ever existed. He had to be physically superb, G.Q. plus. He had to hold a powerful position, so their children could look up to him.
The bright and witty Polaris, the man who used to be Sirius, the ultimate warrior, qualified as an equal in intelligence and heroic characteristics. She’d drawn sketches of Polaris’s face from her imagination. Her baby’s father would be a sandy-haired, blue-eyed wonder. She’d seen pregnant Herculean women, but not in combat roles.
Peacock smiled. The legendary Amazon women of North Africa desired children but not marriage. They had to kill a man in battle before they were allowed to have random sex to procreate. Her smile turned to a chuckle. She’d killed four men. She could have thrived well in Africa.  
A clicking reminded her she was being monitored. With the time difference between Washington and Athens being seven hours, Rigel, not Polaris, was her guide. Rigel was wearisome. Monotone to the point of irritation. 
Maybe someday she’d conceive. 
No, Peacock had no someday.
“I suppose this is what is called a Catch 22,” she said aloud.
“I don’t know about Catch 22’s,” Rigel answered. “But the room Pendleton will occupy has been bugged. His people combed through it and didn’t find our sensors.”
“Is that the same for his conference rooms?”
“We don’t know which ones he’ll use. Every conference room in the resort is reserved in the W.F.C.’s name. Our crew didn’t accomplish that task.”
“Thank you, Rigel.”
“You’re welcome.”
Peacock slipped into a micro-mini violet bikini. She pulled on her matching cover and slipped on her flip flops for a walk on the beach. The temperature was forecast to be eighty degrees Fahrenheit today, tomorrow, and for as far in the future as her present stay allowed. Unlike Washington, D.C., the sun shone brightly and the air off the Aegean Sea had a refreshingly sweet scent from the multiple varieties of flowers covering the coastline.
She hurried down a circular walkway with marble walls and painted concrete flooring to the beach and made her way to the water’s edge. The curve of the shoreline gave her a view of Pendleton’s penthouse suite and grounds. Tomorrow she’d play where he could see her. Maybe he’d notice and introduce himself.
#
Pendleton sized up Sir Jarvis Franks in Frank’s office inside MI6, the British Secret Intelligence Service. Sir Jarvis, a tall thin man with a small well-groomed mustache, looked clumsy even sitting down.
“A gust of wind’s blown up ole’ Gracie’s skirt a time or two, mind you,” the SIS Director said. “But nothing blows harder than this American election.”
He rocked back precariously in his chair, feet up on his desk. “As we speak, I would venture to say the United States has counter-intelligence people right here in MI6. Spying is all part of the game. The Prime Minister’s request goes beyond the norm for espionage. We do have two operatives with some capabilities for gathering the type of information she wants inside the CIA. But it’s bloody risky to implement her plans.”
Pendleton fidgeted in his chair. Chitchat and avoiding the point bothered him. Sir Jarvis hadn’t revealed any of Claymore’s plans to him. He didn’t know how to respond. He had to remind himself this man wielded power equal to his mentor, Throgmorton. He perched atop Britain’s prestigious intelligence community. So chitchat it was. 
“I thought the inside of this building would have a green tint looking at it from outside MI6,” Pendleton said. “If I didn’t have a plane to catch, I dare say I’d study the shades this building casts.”
“Oh, the green hues from the windows as you approached.” Sir Jarvis pulled out a pipe and packed its bowl with hickory-scented tobacco. “The thickness of the glass gives off that tint, but it’s a clear view out. Blast protection you know.”
Sir Jarvis swung his feet off his desk. “Probing U.S. intelligence, particularly the Pentagon or space-based military security, is touchy at best, and it’s going to take time.”
“Precisely what are you fishing for?” Pendleton asked.
Sir Jarvis got up and looked out the window toward Vauxhall Bridge. “Ah, what indeed? Codes, we’re searching for codes.”
“Codes?”
“Our folk know America is on the verge of arming space-based missile banks capable of honing in on offensive ground targets. They’re non-nuclear, but able to launch massive strikes.” He smiled and lit his pipe. “The firing codes for these type units sequence every few seconds.”
Pendleton sat up straight. “You’re thinking of remotely accessing and firing U.S. missiles. But capturing the right coding sequences remotely stands in your way. Am I right?”
Sir Jarvis turned back toward Pendleton. He put both hands on his desk and smiled. “What if it were possible, particularly in wartime, to fire those missiles at Tehran, or Damascus, or Tel Aviv? Suppose we could do it without American cooperation. Suppose the E.U. could aid an ally at America’s expense and without their permission, remotely. Suppose Stromiehre technology and an inside scientist made that possible.”
Pendleton rose from his chair. “Finding an inside scientist won’t be easy to do.”
“But not impossible.” He twisted his mustache and sat back down. “Our scientists have mastered code sequence identification in close proximity. But even with a brilliant mind inside a U.S. facility, sequencing offsite is a touch more tricky. That’s where Stromiehre comes in.”
“How far away is it from the realm of possibility without Stromiehre?”
“With the right sort of mind inside,” Jarvis said, “four, maybe five years. With Stromiehre’s electronics, we could fire those missiles remotely in two years maximum.”
“You said, ‘Suppose we could aid an ally.’ Would Europe orchestrate, but let another power-block attack Iran.”
“Enough said for now.” Sir Jarvis busied himself with idle paper organizing. “We’re searching for that brilliant mind inside U.S. intelligence now, even inside Hercules if we can find him. I’m told you have the means to purchase him for us.”
“I’m quite capable of purchasing just about anything.”
How delicately fragile the world was. The W.F.C. wanted to control the U.S. military overtly by placing European and Japanese technology inside key military components and holding the power of supply over a soon to be bankrupt mega-power. The Prime Minister wanted to control the U.S. military covertly with the same result.
Was Sir Jarvis aware of Reed’s operations? America had its Herculeans operating independently of the CIA. Europe had a second spy group as well, but they didn’t know who The Sons of Tiw were yet.
Pendleton extended his hand. “I’m off to Athens. Tell the prime minister I’m at her service.”
A thirty-minute drive from MI6 to his private jet gave Pendleton time to think. There were too many ‘ifs’ to be sure how workable Sir Jarvis’s plan was. But Pendleton surmised the person paying this brilliant mind within the U.S. intelligence community would have the man’s loyalty. The face this man would see with money in hand would be Arthur Pendleton’s.
Yes, indeed, he who has the gold rules.
#
“There will be a delivery to your suite momentarily,” Polaris said, interrupting Peacock’s workout in the hotel weight room. She showered and headed back. One of her bodyguards handed her a CD at her door.
Once inside she said, “What will I be watching?”
“A poor reproduction of a younger Pendleton addressing his admirers,” Polaris answered. “Somehow Ursa got his hands on it. Whoever filmed the first part of the address was thrown out early on. But you’ll get some idea of Pendleton’s personality.”
She popped the CD into her computer and turned the player on.
“Recent events demand a cloak of secrecy on this meeting.”
Arthur Pendleton must be the young man speaking.
He stood tall and confident, but his face was obscured due to the angle of the camera. “We have lost our perspective and our moral compass. Fact: Greed is eroding our environment at a rapid pace. Within seventy years, our planet will be damaged beyond repair. One hundred years after that, all life will cease from the face of the earth.”
The room of over five hundred people erupted into chaos. Arthur Pendleton raised his hand, and they quieted down.
“Fact: Greed has created disease, poverty, and the exploitation of the already impoverished. The possibility of a life-ending war is even greater than the grim prediction of natural global destruction.” He looked down at the podium and back at his audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, we, as enlightened powerbrokers, are the only ones capable of turning this seemingly impossible situation around. Yet the world’s political powers won’t listen to us. We must take independent action.”
After a standing ovation, he continued. “We have the power to turn the greed of the world against itself. We have the power to form a one-world government and abolish greed. If we act now, within twelve years we will see that government formed. But we must have all the tools in place to turn the world around, both environmentally and politically, or we are all doomed.”
A question was shouted from the floor. “Mr. Pendleton, how long do we have before we can no longer change the path toward destruction?”
“If we don’t succeed in our efforts in the next twenty-years, I don’t see how we can save mankind. But, don’t despair, here’s how I propose we proceed.”
Here the CD ended. Peacock leaned back on her bed. “He’s a very charismatic speaker.”
“And a dangerous one,” Polaris said.
“Is he right?”
“That’s not our call.”
#
Pendleton arrived in Greece on time and prepared for a productive week. Business was his top priority. Then he’d have time for sun, the beach, and possibly a romantic tryst. A one-night stand as one less sophisticated might say.
“There’s been a looker roaming the adjoining beach,” one of Pendleton’s team members said, as Pendleton entered his suite.
Hans Van Meer chuckled as he followed Pendleton in. Van Meer, a university chum and associate of Thomas Reed, was Pendleton’s closest friend, mercenary though Van Meer was.
“I think you’ll need a good fling in the hay after this week’s meetings.” Turning to the team member, Van Meer said, “He goes first class our champion does. No streetwalkers for him.”
“All work and no play make Arthur a dull boy. Don’t you think?” Pendleton strode to the French doors and opened them, inhaling the fresh sea air. “The meetings will be tense two days hence. Am I not to be allowed a small indiscretion?”
In fact, Pendleton was lonely even surrounded by crowds of acquaintances. Only his mother knew his deepest desires and ambitions. The 5,000 square foot suite, the personal trainer, etcetera, were earned trinkets. He viewed them as well-deserved perks. But a female-equal, a woman to love and share his world, she would be worth giving up everything for but his ultimate dream.
Maybe tomorrow I’ll seek out this ‘looker’ and see for myself.



 
Chapter 8
 
Day 481
Peacock strolled along the water’s edge as the sun approached noon. Lathered with sun block to protect her fair skin, she left her cover under a beach umbrella on her lounge chair. Outside Pendleton’s enormous suite, four casually dressed agents, dark sunglasses and all, stationed themselves on the terrace as a tall, thirty-something male in a flowered beach shirt ate lunch alone.
Pendleton, she thought, hard to make out his appearance from this distance. The agents were probably provided by the British government. He’d arrived yesterday evening. She’d heard his entourage come in as she was having a pedicure.
“He glanced my way,” she said to Rigel.
“Ignore him. Move out of his view.”
“You’ve put my new identity on the net, right?”
“Ursa’s seen to that. It’s been out there for several months.”
“Why have I not heard of Pendleton before, if he’s so powerful?”
“The most powerful people in the world are hidden. That’s how they keep themselves the most powerful people in the world.”
Peacock decided to put some drama into her retreat. She looked up at where Pendleton sat, turned, and stomped away out of his view. A little Greta Garbo move saying, I want to be alone. 
Once under her umbrella, she waved over her beach attendant. “Slosh three cocktail glasses so I look like I’ve been drinking and put them on the table.”
She grabbed a magazine and began to read. Within a few minutes, a man, who must have been Pendleton, came around the hedge of Mastic trees that bordered the properties. The wind tossed his hair about and fluttered through his short-sleeved, flowered shirt.
“Cheerio,” he said, waving his hand.
She tensed as she caught glimpse of his sandy hair and divine sky blue eyes. He matched every imaginary drawing her mind had created of the ideal male. 
When two of his agents rounded the corner by the trees, she whispered to Rigel. “Bodyguards. Now.”
She sipped her drink. His agents stopped at the shoreline. Obviously, they had seen her bodyguards walk out onto her terrace.
“Call off the dogs, Madame,” Pendleton said with a lilt in his voice.
“A girl can’t be too careful,” she answered. “Money attracts the looniest people.”
“You’re Laverna Smythe,” he said and ambled up the beach toward her. “I’m your neighbor, Arthur Pendleton.”
“Yes, I know. My people looked you up.” She waved her hand dismissively. “I dated a financial wizard once and found him dull.”
“May I join you?” He sat before she could answer. “It’s so bloody hot.”
“Seventy-nine degrees isn’t hot,” she said.
“It is for me. My Dockers are a tight weave.”
She let him gaze at her without comment, thinking her violet mini-bikini was the right choice. The waiter removed her empty glasses. As he walked away, she called to him. “Bring Mister Pendleton a drink.”
She turned to her guest. “Are you familiar with Greek cocktails?”
“Call me, Arthur, and I’ll have a Twister Shooter. Will you join me?”
“Oh my, I’ve had three already. With the heat, another might make me tipsy. Karl, bring me my usual, and two Twister Shooters for Mr. Pendleton.” She smiled. “I’ll nurse my TKO while we talk.”
“A TKO? I’m unfamiliar.”
“It’s tequila, Kahlua, and ouzo, a third of an ounce each.”
“I’m impressed. And you’re still up for chit-chat.”
She breathed in the scent of his cologne, nutty and clean smelling. Now was the time to play her little game. He was good looking, soft-spoken, and apparently ruthless from the little information there was on him.
Her urge to have children changed when the accident occurred. There was no one to carry on the family bloodline. Family superstition taught that somehow she’d destroy her heavenly inheritance if her gene-line ceased to be. Here in front of her was a worthy contributor.
“I’m sorry for the awkward reception, Mr. Pendleton. When you’re young and have money, you can never be too trusting. You’re obviously an important man, but wealthy, I’m not sure. You might be after my wallet.”
Pendleton roared his approval. “Marvelous opening for a relationship.”
“We don’t have one yet.”
“So the doors open?”
His eyes seemed to search hers as his sandy hair blew in the wind. “How does someone with your money stoop to a director’s job at the Emerald Hotel?” 
“So your people did some snooping as well. I enjoy it.” She picked up her drink and took another sip. Ghastly she thought, but she endured. “I can mingle with the powerful and not become one. Few know of my wealth. My grandfather insisted it be that way. And it’s Washington you know. There’s always intrigue going on.”
“I was born poor,” Pendleton offered in return. “But after the university, I made the right decisions. How much do you know about the World Financial Corporation?”
“Almost nothing except its name is associated with the global economy.”
“We strive for world wealth and world peace.” He leaned forward his eyes sparkling in the sunlight. “We help poor nations up from the poverty level to where they can compete with nations like ours.” He cocked his head and pointed his finger at her. “So your grandfather was William O’Neill, of O’Neill and Granger. Have you learned any investment sense from him?”
Ursa did a fine job!
“He died when I was six. I learned my investment sense from research.”
“So tell me now beautiful lady,” he shot a sly grin at her. “What are your top ten stocks if you were buying today?”
Rigel cut in. “Play with him a bit. I’ll give you non-E.U. companies first.”
Peacock listened and then answered. “YPF Argentina’s my number one investment, with Mizoho Financial and Bermuda Butterfield tops in finance. I do like FLIR Systems in capital goods.”
“Jolly good joke, you’ve skipped around my beloved Europe.” He reached his hand to touch her arm. She pulled back. 
“Naughty, naughty,” she wagged her finger. “We’ve just met.” 
To her surprised Pendleton blushed. A spark lit inside her. Something she’d never felt before. Here was someone she could grow fond of if she allowed it. She must harden herself to him without showing her interest on the outside.
“Sorry, for my eagerness,” Pendleton said. “You’re devilishly coquettish.”
“You’re confusing your love of finance with romance.” Now she reached out and grabbed his hand. “You haven’t heard my other six: Fortumi, Stromiehre, Portuguese Telecom, Siemens, BASF, and Vodafone. Are you sweating from the heat, the conversation, or my mini?”
Pendleton squeezed her hand. “You, Lovey, are wrapped up in it all. What’s more uniquely romantic than a paradise setting, wonderful conversation with an educated investor, and a siren at that? Your investment sense is accurate. I have eight of the ten at the top of my portfolio.”
“Lovey?” Did he know her nickname in advance? Was he a lucky guesser? “Yes, Mister Pendleton, you may call me Lovey.”
“And you may still call me, Arthur.”
She finished her drink while he downed both of his in silence. They held hands and she felt his interest in her growing. Her pride said it was to be expected. Who could resist her charm? 
“Can I see you again? I’m here at least a week.”
“My wealth is family earned.” She ran her finger down the palm of his hand, and he visibly shook from the tickle. “Your organization pays your tab. How do I know for sure you’re not after my money?”
“Do you want references?”
She giggled and gave him a playful kiss on his empty ring finger. “If the prime minister or a member of the royal family calls me to vouch for you, I’d be delighted to go to dinner.”
Pendleton rose and bowed. “It’s a date then. Say we go out three nights hence?”
“Remember you need a reference,” she called after him as he jogged back down to the shoreline and disappeared behind the Mastic trees.
Oh my, she thought. What a hunk.



 
Chapter 9
 
Vallonia Lee, Val for short, stepped out of the lagoon holding Uri Zelinoff’s hand. She’d taken Peacock’s place in her absence as first in command on day shift. A tall, blue-eyed, strawberry blonde, Val and Peacock looked enough alike to give a consistent comfortable look to clients. Ursa wanted her to keep watch on Zelinoff, and what better way than up close.
The ambassador, who smelled of cigar smoke even naked, pulled her toward him, embraced her, and whispered. “Can I see you privately?” 
“I’m off work in an hour,” she said. “Suite 1405. Go get dressed, and keep Mister Happy ready for action.”
Val waited until Zelinoff dressed and Melanie had escorted his contingent out. Then she blew her hair dry, slipped on her work outfit, and returned to the front desk. To anyone outside the Lagoon Room, she looked like she had when she reported to her job. Working for Hercules had been fun for the three years she’d been in Ursa’s employ. Peacock was a super cool boss, and she supposed the information she picked up helped her country. 
At five o’clock, she turned the front over to Felicia and headed down the elevator on her way to the lobby. At the ground floor, she exited through the elevator doors into the hallway leading to the hotel. She’d taken one step when pain shot through her neck. Someone grabbed her arm, pulled her close, and shoved a dagger through to the other side. She heard the gurgling of her own blood as she died, and the word, Mectb.

#
Pendleton closed his cell phone and did a little tap dance. Laverna Smythe wanted references, so be it. He leaned over his balcony railing hoping to catch a glimpse of her, but alas, her highness wasn’t in sight. Oh, he’d had an occasional tête-à-tête before. But he’d never been confronted with. . .  He stopped mid-thought, an equal? Maybe not, but a gorgeous challenge at least.
A knock at his door brought him back to reality. “They’re ready, Sir.”
With two bodyguards in front and two behind him, Pendleton hurried down to a boardroom-style breakout room near the Spartacus Hall. Thomas Reed’s team had elaborate electronics ready to display whatever information Pendleton requested. Gold leather coverings adorned the chairs. The conference table, made of hand-polished black marble, glistened in the light.
As Pendleton sat down, Reed, who was talking on his cell, gave out a laugh and hung up. “Revenge is ours.”
His team applauded.
Pendleton waved his hand. “Revenge on whom?”
“Nothing to concern you, ole boy. Botched plans aren’t worth speaking of. Let’s say a wrong has been righted.”
“Did you find our lobbyist, Nash? Do we know who has him, poor chap?” Pendleton spread his hands, peered around, and waited.
“The morning Nash went missing, one of our assault teams met a foul end tracking a suspected Herculean. I’m positive Hercules has him.”
“Oh bloody hell.” Pendleton pounded the table. “How much damage will he do to our plans?”
“Not much,” Reed said. “Of course he knows you back the Stromiehre bid, but you’ve made no secret of that. Now down to business. Here are our thoughts on neutralizing Monroe.”
#
Peacock heard the commotion in the hall as Pendleton and his men left. She was about to have her chef cook up something yummy for breakfast when her room phone rang. “Yes?”
A man’s voice, and a very formal one at that, asked, “Is this Ms. Laverna Smythe?”
“Don’t say your name, yet,” Rigel whispered.
“Who’s calling?”
“Geoffrey Chessman, Madam, Secretary to Prime Minister Claymore. Madam Prime Minister wishes a word with you.”
Peacock gulped. She’d checked the internet, all major social networks, and personal information tracking sites. Ursa’s people had done a good job with her background, but she’d never hobnobbed with a prime minister in her life.
“This is Ms. Smythe. You may put her on.”
She heard a shuffle of feet and then a voice, “How is the weather in Athens, Ms. Smythe?”
“Call me Lovey, and the weather is perfect. It’s sunny, hovering at 27 degrees Celsius, and not a cloud in the sky.”
“Ms. Smythe, I’ll be blunt. Arthur Pendleton is a rich man. I understand you thought he might be a grubber of sorts, to the contrary.” The Prime Minister waited a few moments. Peacock didn’t respond. “Don’t break his heart, dear. He’s special to me.”
“We’ll start with dinner, hardly a heartbreaking event.” Peacock paused as well. “The invitation to call me, Lovey, still stands.”
“What is your net worth, Ms. Smythe?”
“7.2 billion, Madam Prime Minister, seventy percent invested in the E.U.”
“Lovey it is then.”
#
Pendleton’s stomach knotted a bit at Reed’s discouraging words. All scenarios played out with Monroe being re-elected despite this new third party. If true, he’d be left with the sorry task of going the full Monty and assassinating Monroe. Murder wasn’t a pleasant thing—a last resort. “Can we concentrate on stacking the House and Senate to where they’ll override Monroe’s veto and neutralize him?”
“That’s worth a try. But it’s Martin’s business, not mine.” Reed walked away from the presentation screen and sat at the other side of the conference table facing Pendleton.
Pendleton didn’t want to get in a ruck with Reed about whose business neutering Monroe was. He needed Reed’s skills, but he had to consider all the options. “Here’s what we present to the W.F.C. next meeting.”
“That’s in three weeks. Am I right?” Reed said.
“Roger that.” Pendleton pursed his lips. “First plan of attack is to loose Mr. Martin on Capitol Hill armed with funds to buy votes for the Stromiehre bid. Then Europe needs to withdraw our stakes in American firms we can’t outright control. So if Monroe somehow fulfills his isolationist policies, we can collapse the American economy.”
“You’ll discuss that part of the plan, right?” Reed asked.
Amused, Pendleton almost bit his lip to keep from laughing. The thought of him allowing Reed to speak on economic issues bordered on insanity. “Yes, I’ll discuss the financial politics and how we stack the congress against Monroe. But failing those options, you’ll have to present the alternatives and the timetables to assassinate him.”
Van Meer, sitting to Reed’s right, leaned forward, cuffed his hands shell-like, and whispered. “I’m paid either way whether we succeed or not, right?”
“My colleague here is concerned about doing a lot of pre-work for nothing,” Reed said.
“You’re covered Van Meer. I’ve got your back like I did in our football days, ole boy.”
“I’ve got the scars from the stitches to prove otherwise.” Van Meer chuckled and threw an empty coffee cup into the trash.
Pendleton disliked the thought of killing Monroe. But if murder had to be, murder had to be well planned. “What will you present to the W.F.C., Thomas?”
“Plan A is to place operatives from my group in the States to blowup Monroe’s helicopter. Time to implement is estimated as six to eight months. Failing that, our Plan B is to embed one of our people in his security staff and assassinate both him and his wife up close. That will take considerably longer. I’d say at least eighteen months.”
“You’ve got the nod from me, regardless,” Pendleton said. “Make your presentation. It’s a good bet the membership will agree. But if not, proceed anyway. I don’t need their approval.”
Ah espionage, Pendleton thought. MI6 spies on the Americans. The CIA spies on the Brits. Hercules spies on them both. And now, his group, The Sons of Tiw, Saxon god of war, will join them to spy on the world. Developing this arm of his outreach was the key to ultimately having universal control.
Pendleton smiled, “Anything more?”
“Do you want to hear the details?”
He didn’t want to know little details. He was big picture all the way. “Don’t surprise me. I want to know if a major hiccup occurs. Otherwise, the less I know the better. I won’t go into your bedroom, if you don’t go into mine. Understand?”
“Completely.”



 
Chapter 10
 
Ursa’s mood could have boiled water as he studied the tapes from the cameras by the elevator. Whoever killed Vallonia knew exactly where to position himself to avoid detection. He leaped into view, hooded, and facing away from the camera. He left the knife in Val’s neck as two associates, bagged her body. They cleaned up and carried her out in less than forty-five seconds. They worked as though they’d been trained by Magnus himself. Ursa sighed. By now, the body had been dissolved in an acid bath. He’d never find her.
“Carna, play the tapes from Room 1515.” Ursa’s muscular chest heaved from pent-up frustration.
Carna, a horn-rimmed glasses wearer with starchy looking brown hair, sat straight as a board at her computer console. She magically brought even the most difficult to find bits of information to Ursa’s view.
“See,” Carna, said. “Zelinoff leaves the Lagoon Room with his two associates. He stops to talk to Perkins and his translator stops with him. The bodyguard is on his cell and waves to Zelinoff that he’s going out.”
Ursa scrunched up his face as his team scoured the tape. “Could the bodyguard be tipping someone off?”
“Sir,” one of his team members asked, “Did Zelinoff go to Room 1405 later?”
“Yes, he did.”
“I doubt Zelinoff was involved.”
“Find and eliminate the bodyguard.” Ursa stood up and cracked his back. His anger had to be directed toward action. “We have a serious problem. Vallonia’s death brings it to light.” He reached into his briefcase and brought out a note. “The killer tossed this note into the elevator. All it says is, Mectb -
revenge in Russian. But the symbol on the paper, I’ve never seen before, a pagan god with a wolf-like creature on each side.”
“That’s a rune of Tiw, the Anglo-Saxon god of war,” a team member said. “You can see it in the action game, Attack of the Norsemen.”
Ursa grunted. “Someone wants us to know a new organization exists, a European version of Hercules. I suppose we should be flattered.”
“We need to tell Peacock,” a crippled man off in the corner of the room said.
Ursa couldn’t be the messenger. He could see to it the bodyguard died, but Polaris had to be the one to tell Peacock. Protocol must be followed. Ursa turned to the wheelchair-bound man. The man’s face missed the left half of his nose. A scar ran from his left earlobe up to his forehead. “I’ll leave that to you, Polaris.”
#
Day 491
“Thank you for telling me.” Peacock surprised herself at the lack of warmth in her own voice. Vallonia had adored her, and she’d liked Val’s work. Her rational mind told her if she hadn’t been in Athens she’d be dead right now. If she hadn’t been sitting in the backseat behind her father, she’d have died years ago. Why she still lived was her dilemma. People who got too close to her died. She was like the Ebola virus.
Maybe she was a cat and this was now life number three. “I’m sorry we couldn’t save her.”
“Ursa’s furious,” Polaris said.
A noble thought struck her. “I fly out of Greece in three days. Ask Ursa to allow me the pleasure of killing Zelinoff’s bodyguard.”
“Roger that. But right now concentrate on Pendleton. I think he likes you.”
“Of course he does. What’s not to like.”
A soothing feeling rubbed across her back. She didn’t know why, but Arthur Pendleton’s company stirred more than her lusts. Did Ursa suspect she had feelings for the man? She hoped not. She’d find a way to squelch the attraction.
 “Don’t let your ego conflict with your mission,” Polaris said.
Whatever Polaris meant by that was shrugged off. Peacock, aka Laverna Smythe, had total control.
#
Arthur Pendleton slowly rolled out of bed and glanced at the alarm clock. Two a.m. and he couldn’t sleep. His life consisted of futuristic meetings, financial manipulation, and planning the fate of the world. He had no time for a personal life at all. But after three wonderful dates, Laverna Smythe had become an obsession. She embodied all his personal needs in one amazing package.
Her mind astounded him. She carried on deep conversations with him that held his attention. Her wit amused and enchanted him. Her knowledge of most subjects equaled his, with the exception of the culinary arts. There she seemed lacking.
Pendleton strolled out onto his balcony. He never missed a chance to best his competition. He never passed up an opportunity to improve the quality of his life. Plus, time was running out. In a few years, he would rewrite the history books. After which he’d find himself old and alone with no partner to bask in his success. No. He would not pass Laverna Smythe by.
He opened his cell and called his African supplier. “I have a request, and I need an immediate response.”
#
Her sixth day in paradise had been an uneventful day. Peacock had donned a brown jogging outfit. Down the beach in the opposite direction from Pendleton’s condo she’d run. After a quick three miles, she’d headed back to her villa, returning by four p.m.
Her personal staff had taken two hours longer than she’d planned preparing her for dinner with Pendleton. Their third dinner since his meetings ended. Intel picked up some good information from the wiretaps planted in Pendleton’s room. He was on the phone with Throgmorton and Claymore at least twice a day. Throgmorton was odd man out in that threesome. Pendleton would soon be the head of the W.F.C., if Claymore had her way. Peacock hoped to learn more about that tonight.
Instead of dining at the Majestic Room in the main hotel, Pendleton invited her to his suite. Things might escalate tonight, so she consulted Polaris. “My inclination is to refuse if he makes a move. I’ll play hard to get. Instead, I’ll set up a get together in the States.”
Polaris held off responding for a moment, checking with Ursa most likely. When he beeped back in, he said, “Let’s see where he takes the evening.”
Peacock cocked her head. No doubt they were pushing for a sexual relationship. Uneasiness filled her. She had feelings for Pendleton. Thank God she knew how to hide her true arousal from Ursa. He wanted information, not for her to have real interest in this man. But Pendleton was intriguing. She’d hoped to delay having sex with him until she could understand what was going on inside her. That wasn’t going to happen.



 
Chapter 11
 
Pendleton’s butler ushered Peacock into Pendleton’s living room. Opulent French provincial furnishings and décor with various shades of blue from navy to slate graced her eyes. Lily patterns of gold and white were the complementary colors on the furnishings. She’d experienced rich, but this went way beyond.
Pendleton rushed out of his bedroom, a grin on his face and confidence in his eyes. He fixed the collar on his black tuxedo and adjusted his matching bow tie. His sage-colored shirt complemented his eyes. He didn’t have an ounce of visible fat on him.
“Welcome, Lovey. You look absolutely mint. Like a solid bar of gold dressed in purple.”
“Like the color? I’m crazy about all the blue through purple shades.”
“I’m crazy about you regardless of what you wear.” Pendleton touched her cheek, and she felt his desires in his fingertips. She hesitated a moment to think how to respond. Then she pressed her cheek against his hand and smiled.
The aroma of Thai duck with curry drifted through the room. Her mouth watered. This man touched all her senses delicately, lovingly, as properly she should be treated. She’d trained to dine like Europeans. She enjoyed the mixture of fine tastes and didn’t stuff her food down like she had as a youth. She rather liked the change.
Pendleton undressed her with his eyes while they ate. For her part, she flirted subtly as well. Time passed quickly with good conversation. Poetry, the arts, music, she loved Rachmaninoff. As soon as she mentioned this, Rachmaninoff’s 1st Piano Concerto played over the speaker system.
“Why not change into beachwear and go for a stroll along the Aegean?” Pendleton asked after they had eaten.
“I’d love it,” she said, and excused herself.
“I’ll pour us both a flagon of wine. That will make it more romantic.”
“Romantic? Hum, I’ll look forward to that.”
#
Peacock gasped as they walked out on to his terrace. A full moon hung low over the horizon as though elevated by some magician who kept it from crashing into the sea. The air cooled the heat broiling inside her.
“Remember you might have to kill him some day,” Polaris, who was now on duty, interjected.
Did Polaris suspect her attraction for this world leader was growing? She didn’t respond to him. Of course she might have to kill Pendleton. Given the reasons for all her relationships, murder always lurked as a possibility, big deal.
“I’ll come right to the point,” Pendleton said, the moment his foot touched the sand. “I’m thirty-six. I travel ninety-five percent of the time. I have no time for a personal life or the daily commitment of marriage. I can be a ruthless man, Lovey. But, I have a puritan sense of tradition and appearance.”
“Should you be so honest this soon in our relationship?”
“Life is flying by. I don’t have time to wait for the courting dance to run its course.”
He swung her into his arms with the moonlight sparkling over the Aegean Sea and kissed her. She feigned a swoon. Then she realized she wasn’t faking.
“I have never felt this way about anyone before,” he said. “Affairs, yes, but this feeling, never.”
All her antennas shot up. He was going to ask her to be his mistress or marry him, one or the other.
Ursa’s voice shook her. “Go with this, Peacock. Think how much you can provide us whichever way it goes.”
Why she wasn’t bothered by Ursa’s comment confused her. She returned Pendleton’s kiss and pulled him tight against her body. “What are you proposing, Darling?”
“Marry me, Lovey. I won’t tie you down. We probably won’t see each other more than a dozen times a year. But that’s fine with me. I don’t have time for deep courting conversations. A deep relationship, yes, I want what other men have, a wife, a home, and children.”
He reached into his pocket. She stepped back. “Don’t bring out a ring yet.”
“Damn, I’m not at all surprising am I?”
“You’re being honest. I need to be honest as well. You’re not the only one with life’s issues to consider.”
His face melted into a kindly, caring, softness. “Please, tell me.”
She listened to Polaris feeding her words and converted them to her own with added warmth and feeling. “I live at the Emerald Hotel. The business is my life. My job caters to the largest egos in America. I have a home in Bethesda, seven bedrooms mind you, and I’ve only slept there twice.”
“We’re undoubtedly meant to be,” he chuckled. “My life’s exactly like yours, except for the hotel.”
“I’ve kept out of the spotlight. I know you think I’m older, but I’ve just turned twenty-five. Are you sure you’re interested in robbing the cradle?”
Pendleton roared his approval. “I’m not a loony, Lovey. I look straight at you. You are the most intelligent, crafty, sensual woman I’ve ever met. Cradle robber or not, you’re my equal.”
“If I say yes, what are the ground rules, pre-nuptials, responsibilities?”
He nodded and kept hold of her hand. They continued walking along the shore.
“We’ll manage our wealth separately; however, our wills should be customary. Inheritance goes to the surviving spouse and or heirs.”
She ignored Polaris’ instructions.
“Heirs? What are your expectations?”
“A son.” Pendleton hesitated and revealed a sheepish grin. “Well, I mean daughters would be fine. But once we have a son, you would make the decision if we had anymore.”
“How soon? I’m not ready for children yet.”
She was ready. Lying made her guts tighten. Lying hadn’t invoked that response before. What hold did this man have on her?
“Say we try three years hence,” he said. “That gives us some time to have it off just for fun.”
Have it off? 
“He literally means screwing.” Damn. Polaris had read her mind again.
“Yes.” She meant that for both Pendleton and Polaris. “I’d be twenty-eight. I’ll agree to that.”
“So far we’re—what do you Americans say, ‘Batting a thousand.’”
“I want an honest answer to this.” She playfully kicked sand against his sandals. “You knew all about me the first day you walked into my life, right?”
“I did.”
“I rub shoulders with U.S. politicians daily. I don’t want to be used as a ticket to influence government officials.”
The moonlight reflected his calmness. He nodded. “Agreed, however if you are in a position to help me, would you?”
“If helping you doesn’t hurt my country, fine. Your request must be legal and above reproach.” She squeezed his hand. “It’s important to me that you honor my wishes.”
“Let’s use an example,” Pendleton said. “You know I want the Stromiehre deal to go through. If our lobbyist asked you to arrange a meeting with a specific congressman simply to talk, would that cross your moral line?”
“No. But asking me to bribe or entrap one would.”
“Agreed then,” Pendleton said, “still batting a thousand.”
Now he kicked some sand into her shoe and twirled her around to face him. “But being used works both ways. Being my wife means you’ll learn far more than you’ll want to about the dirt of international politics. You can’t tell what you know. I can’t let you. Do you understand?”
“Jump on that, Peacock,” Polaris whispered. “Reassure him. You’ll be the most valuable agent on our team, the vixen in the hen house.”
“Agreed. What you tell me will never escape my lips.” She hadn’t lied. She’d keep every secret. Her implant would break the rules. Still she had a problem. “Seeing me a dozen times a year or so, can’t be enough sexual relief for you.”
“Actually, that’s about par for the course?”
Peacock’s conscience again slammed her. Damn moral righteousness. Ursa and her job precluded faithfulness.
“Twelve times a year isn’t enough for me,” she said. “I’ll be honest. I’ll love you the best I can. I’ll stand by you and be whatever you want me to be. I promise to be ultra-discreet, but I won’t promise to be faithful to you.”
“Ouch.” Pendleton let go her hand and stepped back. “There’s honesty, a bloody punch below the belt, but an honest punch. You’re right. I can’t have my reputation besmirched.”
“You checked me out. What did you find? I’ll tell you, not one piece of filth. Yet I’ve had my affairs.” She reached out and motioned for his hand. He reluctantly gave it. “I won’t disappoint you. Are we still batting a thousand?”
“No, but the disagreement isn’t a deal breaker.”
He reached in his pocket and she didn’t stop him.
“Laverna Smythe, salt that you are, will you marry me? I hope that someday you’ll willingly be mine.”
“A salt is a loose woman,” Polaris said. “He’s got you pegged.”
She cringed. Damn him for saying that. She shrugged the comment off and focused her attention on a huge bluish-purple stone, so large it hid the ring beneath it.
“Arthur, sweetheart, what kind of stone is this?”
His face lit up like an eight-year-old on a rollercoaster. 
“This, my love, is a blue garnet. The garnet is your birthstone is it not.”
“But garnets are red. With this stone, it’s hard to tell what color it is. It changes as the light changes.”
“This is your color, deep blue in natural light and purple in reflected or incandescent light. The gem’s from Madagascar, four carats, and worth six million wholesale.”
He got down on his knee, and she said. “Yes, Arthur Pendleton, I’ll marry you. Seeing this, I promise I’ll actually try to be faithful to you.”
Pendleton grinned so wide his teeth sparkled. 
“Oh Lovey,” he winked. “I won’t be faithful to you either. Don’t promise something you can’t deliver. I will promise to love you and protect you all my life.”
Peacock gulped. What had she done? No. What had Ursa dropped her into? Okay, she could handle this. She was trained to live in the moment.
“How about we have it off then?” she said. “No sense wasting time.”
#
Pendleton hadn’t moved since three in the morning. Peacock hadn’t slept. At least she now had time to reason things out. Ursa wanted this marriage, and after making love to this powerful man, she knew Pendleton was hooked. She’d soon be winging her way back to D.C. and receiving instructions on murdering Zelinoff’s bodyguard. Popping from one role to another took all the mental energy she could muster.
Her husband-to-be ordered murders, extortions, paid bribes, and fearlessly defended his countrymen. He was the enemy’s Ursa. In fact, he was anti-Ursa, the leader of the opposition. She groaned. One day this would end badly. She’d end up having to kill him, or vice versa.
She respected her future husband regardless. Either Pendleton had no clue she was a Herculean, or she was bait for a greater scheme. She’d have to rely on Ursa’s directions.
Peacock rolled out of bed and winced. Sore but satisfied, she decided Pendleton was an excellent choice. The sliding doors to the veranda were opened. Outside nearer the shore both her bodyguards and his were pacing along the perimeter of the property, pretending not to notice each other. Her life was now more complicated, if that was possible.
Pendleton arose and made one call. He planned the wedding for September 10th, one month away. He wanted the marriage to be quick and private, but opulent. She told him to arrange it anyway he wished.
The words of her father spoke clearly in her mind. The last words he’d spoken to her. “Honey, you’re too bright to waste your time with that boy. Your talent will take you beyond his dreams and expectations.”
She shook her head. She’d liked the bad boys all her life. Now she was about to marry the nastiest, one for whom the reach of his dreams matched hers. How was this going to work?



 
Chapter 12
 
Ursa wanted to smother Doctor Kolb, the witch. He’d asked Major, his boss, for a replacement twice to no avail.
“I’ve read the scans from Peacock’s transmitter,” Dr. Kolb said, stone-faced and smelling antiseptically clean. “You made a mistake. Her mind responds to this Pendleton fellow with increased activity in the regions harboring her suppressed emotional attachments.”
“So?”
“Idiot! In a normal woman, the readings would mean she’s forming a bond. In one of our special agents, bonds like this are not supposed to form.”
He bit his lower lip at the word, idiot. No one called him an idiot without a severe consequence. She’d receive her punishment at another time. 
“She’s operated efficiently up to now,” Ursa said. “We need her in the position she’s in. Keep an eye on the readings. I’m not wasting this opportunity.”
“Mark my words,” Kolb tilted her head up to meet his eyes. “Eventually, she’ll either require reprogramming, or she’ll betray you.” Kolb sighed. “Still, her readings are better than anyone else we’ve experimented on.”
Ursa relaxed. He liked Peacock. She performed her assignments with skill and grace. Monitor her, of course he would. He’d taken a calculated risk. Peacock wouldn’t let him down. He feared more for her sanity. A conflicting sense of duty colliding with a conflicting emotional bond formation could cause psychosis under fire.
He’d deal with her psychosis if it occurred.
#
Movement to Peacock’s left caught her eye. She dove and rolled as a flash of light shot over her head. Peacock righted herself and fired, destroying the last two targets. She crossed over the finish line at the training facility and placed her hands on her knees. Her hair fell down over her eyes, and from her body scent, she knew her morning application of deodorant was insufficient.
“Forty-five seconds.” Magnus ran up and handed her a cup of power drink. “Forty-five damn seconds. Nobody runs the gauntlet in that time.”
“I do.” She gulped down her power drink. “Points?”
“Ninety-seven out of a hundred, three kills, and four key targets destroyed. One target was inoperable but still transmitting random signals, hence the deduction.” 
“The next time I won’t have a deduction.”
“You broke my record of ninety-five points.” He grumbled under his breath. “Being beaten by a woman is humiliating. I’ll live it down since that woman is you.”
“You trained me, Boss.” She slapped him on the butt. “I owe my talent to you.”
“Sit. Let’s relax and talk.” Magnus grabbed a chair, turned it backwards, and sat at a table in the debrief area. “Zelinoff’s bodyguard continues to accompany him to Room 1515. We tracked him back to the Georgian Embassy and then to the Hotel Bristol. Various embassies’ diplomats rent opulent suites there. The bodyguard is housed one floor below Zelinoff. He has two other suitemates.”
“The Bristol is less than a block from where I was attacked.”
“And less than a mile from the Emerald and the old Victorian you shared with Nash.”
Peacock scrunched up her face. “Damn. I’m going to have to kill him in his hotel room, hopefully when he’s alone.”
Magnus rubbed his balding head and the muscles in his arm bulged from sheer size. “It’s the best place, unless he goes out for a walk by himself. We’ve watched him for four days. He’s never alone.”
Peacock nodded. “Still it’s easier to clean-up in a hotel room, than clean-up in public.”
“Before you change and put on that rock Pendleton bought you, let me demonstrate some new weapons we’re arming you with.” He pulled a black case similar to the one he’d given her on Day 366 out from the drawer of a cabinet next to their table. Magnus opened the case. Inside was an amazing assortment of gadgets: Rings, star wheels, and a variety of switchblades from extremely small to standard size.
“Put this ring on your right hand, little finger.” 
She obliged.
He handed her a dulled star wheel. Its spiked edges had been smoothed. “I’m going to fling one at the dummy across the room.” He demonstrated by extending his finger toward the dummy. “Guide it like I’m doing.”
She watched his hand and wrist swivel. The star wheel hit its target.
“Now you try it with a real star wheel.”
Peacock pointed, adjusted, and flung the star wheel. The dummy’s head sheared off and the star wheel embedded in the sheetrock.
“Nasty little thing,” she said. “Isn’t technology wonderful?”
“Yes. The ring increases your accuracy.”
“I’ll kill my target with or without the ring.”
“Oh, by the way,” Magnus said. “Ursa had Pendleton’s ring tested. It’s valued at only, five million, five hundred thousand. Pendleton got snookered to the tune of a half million.”
“Arthur’s people got snookered. Arthur just brokered the deal.” She smiled. “Besides, it’s the thought that counts. I’m worth six million, don’t you think?”
#
Day 505
Peacock entered the Hotel Bristol from a side entrance and hurried past two meeting rooms.
“Keep out of view,” Vega, her second shift guide, whispered inside her head. “Ursa has two men positioned in the gift shop in case you run into trouble. We also have a team outside in case you’re walking into a trap.”
“Roger that.” She moved into a state of heighted awareness.
The bodyguard had entered the hotel an hour earlier with two other men. He hadn’t been seen in the dining room or the bar that evening. She assumed he was in his room. She’d find out soon enough.
Peacock glanced toward the elevators but opted for the stairs. A navy blue, flowery scarf covered her face and head. She ascended the staircase to the ninth floor with the speed of a gazelle and the skill of a mountain goat, staying next to the inner wall with her face down to avoid camera identification. The stairwell smelled of disinfectant from a recent scrubbing. Odd, she thought, people rarely come this way.
Once outside the ninth floor door, she paused, cracked the door open a smidge, and peered into the hall. The number on the room across from where she stood was 922. The target room was 904, ten doors down a curved green-carpeted hallway. She’d be halfway down the hall before she saw the room.
She stayed in the stairwell an extra minute rechecking her tools. The star wheel ring Magnus had given her was secure on her finger. A switchblade was tucked into a pocket inside the long sleeve of her gray-hooded workout jacket. She had another inside her boot. A belt full of star wheels fit securely around her waist concealed by the jacket.
Peacock stepped into the hallway clutching her 9-millimeter Glock in her hand. She removed her scarf and stuffed it into her jacket pocket. Seeing no one, she stayed close to the wall on the right side of the hallway and edged toward Room 904. As she crept close, she leaned forward to see down the curve along the arch. Two men stood outside Room 904. Neither of them was the bodyguard, himself.
She inched back out of sight. “Two men in front of the door.”
“What are they doing?”
“Nothing, not even talking.”
“I don’t have a good feeling about this.”
Peacock took another step backward staying flat against the wall. “It’s not normal for bodyguards to guard the door of a bodyguard.”
“This confirms our suspicions that someone more important than a bodyguard is there.”
“I’m going to do what I came for.”
She tucked the Glock into its holster and moved the zipper several inches down the front of her sweat suit. She pulled off the hood of her jacket and let her hair tumble onto her shoulders. Then she approached the men.
“Excuse me. Can you tell me where the ice machine is?”
To her surprise, she’d confronted twins: Not pretty twins, but hulky, half-balding, twins with nasty scowls and piercing steel-hazel eyes. “You’re not supposed to be on this floor, Molly.”
The distinct Irish brogue startled her.
“I’m sorry but it’s only ice I want.”
She batted her eyelashes.
“Grab her, Sean.”
The man to her right reached for Peacock’s arm, his last act among the living. She flung him headlong to the floor and crushed his skull with her boot. The door behind her burst open as she gashed the other twin’s throat. A sharp pain shot through her shoulder. She hit the floor and Pendleton’s face flashed into her mind for a second before she blacked out.
#
Peacock groaned, as water splashed over her. 
“We’re on our way.” Vega was speaking in her head. 
Her hands were tied behind her back. Her waist was tied to a straight-back chair. A dank smell filled her nostrils. She was in a damp basement and five nasty men surrounded her. She must have been out cold for a while. A pain in her shoulder and back grew with each breath she took. 
“We know exactly where you are,” Vega said. “It will be rough for a bit, but hang in there. They won’t kill you until they get the information they want. String them along.”
“The bitch is back to the land of the living, Lytle,” a man’s voice called out.
She couldn’t focus her eyes. A fist slammed into her shoulder snapping her neck back and shooting pain into her head. She screamed.
“Yes, she’s quite awake. It wasn’t nice of you to break our Irish twins. What do the Herculeans call you?”
“Up yours,” she growled and was smacked again. This time she swallowed the pain. She’d tell them nothing.
“All right then, Up Yours. Who sent you here?”
Two of the men spoke with a Slavic accent. She recognized one as Zelinoff’s bodyguard. He was a foot soldier, not the leader. 
“I’m outnumbered five to one. I guess I have no choice. Untie me and I’ll tell you what I know.”
“So there are five of them. We can handle five.” Vega’s voice gave her hope. “We’re less than a minute away.”
“Keep her tied.” Another man stepped out of the shadows dressed in a brown suit, hands clean as a saint, and face ugly as the devil. For a red-haired devil he was. He smelled like peanuts. She saw him pop some in his mouth. This man was the boss. He probably murdered Valencia.
“I’m not an idiot, Lytle.”
“She’s not either.”
Lytle walked up to her and shocked her with the cattle prod in his hand. Fire ripped up her spine and into her mind. She screamed again and blacked out.
A loud explosion jarred her back to her senses. The steel entrance door flew inward and slammed flat with a resonating clang. A star wheel zipped past her and through the neck of the man who had been talking to Lytle. A Herculean slit the ropes on her hands, handed her a star wheel and a Glock, which she holstered. She sprang free.
Killing hand-to-hand suited her far better than using a gun.
Her captors were quick and skillful. She was now engaged in a war.
“Alcor, to your left,” her rescuer shouted. The man called Alcor locked himself in battle with a maniac who moved like Bruce Lee. Peacock and her Herculean rescuer leaped into action, knocking two assailants off balance. He held the knife he’d slit her ropes with and stabbed one of the attackers, who continued to fight with him though wounded.
Peacock held off two men with her speedy, well-placed kicks. Lytle slipped off to the side by a laundry chute. Someone screamed and distracted one of her attackers. She pulled the switchblade her captors had missed from her boot and slit his throat. His partner kicked her in the midsection and dislodged the blade, which bounced away along the cement floor. She blocked her assailant’s next blow, somersaulted backward, and flung a star wheel, beheading her adversary. 
Zelinoff’s bodyguard retrieved the wayward blade. She dove across the floor as he threw it. The blade barely missed her head, and she came up between the bodyguard’s legs. Grabbing him by his testicles, she yanked him to the floor and thrust her palm up against his jaw with such force his neck cracked.
She leaped up to attack Lytle, only to see Lytle’s shoes disappearing through the laundry chute. “Hear this, Lytle. You should have killed me when you had the chance. Watch your back. I’m coming after you.”
How had he escaped through the chute?
The eerie silence, interrupted only by an occasional dying gasp, seemed strange compared to the flurry of a few seconds earlier. Peacock glanced about. Both Alcor and his adversary lay dead in each other’s fatal embrace. Three of the four remaining foes were dead also. One lay groaning, barely alive. A fellow Herculean stood over that man.
“Keep him alive. Ursa will deal with him,” Peacock said.
As if by magic, Ursa appeared in the blown in doorway.
“Yes, I will,” he said. “Good work.”
“We lost Alcor.” Peacock’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry.”
“When Vega heard the name Lytle, I decided to come in,” Ursa said. “I’m sorry as well.  Alcor was a brave man. Our country will bury him proudly.”
“I think someone broke my collarbone,” she said.
A man walked past Ursa, placed his hand atop her shoulder, and felt around for some time. With one quick jerk, her shoulder popped into place as she screamed again.
“There,” the man said. “You’ll be fine in a few weeks.”
“I’d better be,” she said, rubbing her shoulder, with tears running down her face. “I’m to be married in three.” She turned to Ursa. “Who’s Lytle?”
Ursa frown. “Lytle is one of the most brutal terrorists alive.”



 
Chapter 13
 
“Mother, I’m home. I know it’s a surprise. But I had to tell someone about my good fortune.”
Arthur Pendleton stretched his arms out wide to embrace his mother, Anne. She stood two steps up on her front porch. Pendleton, feet still on the limestone earth, pulled her face-to-face and twirled her around, setting her down on the ground.
“I’m in love.”
Anne Upjohn-Pendleton, her father a Welshman, raised her sons and daughter here southeast of Trowbridge in Wiltshire County. They lived in a small house in wool country famous for Stonehenge and the Avon Vale, the land where Arthur Pendragon, King Arthur of Camelot fame, allegedly died in the Battle of Mons Badonicus. They say allegedly because no one really knows if there even was a battle here, or a King Arthur.
“Come inside,” Anne said. “It may be summer, but there’s a chill in the air.”
His mother’s dark eyes smiled up at him. So much of her heritage came from her father, a dark, curly-haired laborer with a temper yet a gentle hand. She was trim and short. She was spirited. But Pendleton looked like his father reincarnate.
He did as his mother instructed and tromped up the three stone steps and into the house.
“A little quick, this talk of love.”
“It’s not like I just fell for some skirt, Mum.” He pecked her on the cheek and sniffed the soup she had simmering on the stove. “Laverna Smythe is the image of a goddess from the past.”
He reached for the spoon, but Anne slapped his hand and waved him away from the stove. “The soup will be ready in about twenty-minutes. You always time your visits properly.”
“And you always have good food only twenty-ticks away from being served.”
His brother, Ian, lived on the adjacent property, having bought the land three years prior. Still he came over to Mum’s for dinner every night. Ian was courting a young lady, but hadn’t popped the question yet.
After dinner and after Ian left, Arthur and his mother relaxed on the back porch with a strong cup of tea and talked.
“So what of this princess of yours?” Anne’s face wrinkled with doubt.
“An American.”
“In God’s name, you couldn’t choose a nice Welsh girl, or Scottish lass?”
“Now, now, Lovey is the one. She’s intelligent, gorgeous, and runs with the right people.” He took Anne’s hand in his. “No ordinary girl could put up with the life I lead. This one can. Her life is as filled with mystery and complexity as mine is.”
“I know you. Once you make up your mind, there is no stopping you anyway.” She smiled at him and squeezed his hand lovingly. “You’ve proven me wrong, Son. You’ve achieved far more than I ever imagined possible. I can’t argue with success. It’s too bad your father didn’t live to see this day. But! A mother still frets.”
“Don’t. Your grandchildren will outdistance even me with Lovey as their mum.”
The night sky shown clear and the sound of the grasses rustling brought fond memories, memories of days playing with his friends in the fields around the area. Thoughts of waving goodbye to his dad as he oft to the mills in Trowbridge twenty kilometers to the northwest caused his lips to quiver. An accident at the mill when Arthur was only thirteen took Liam Pendleton’s life. The compensation settlement provided the means for Arthur to attend the most prestigious school in England and build his career.
For hours, he bent his mum’s ear about his sweet Lovey. Told her of the date of the wedding and the arrangements he’d planned. That frightened Anne to the quick. “I’m not meant to hobnob with the blue bloods. Keep my role small. I’ll attend, curtsy, kiss the bride, and be off the next day. Meeting the prime minister, going to Crathie Kirk in Aberdeen, my, my, my.”
Later Pendleton strolled down to the banks of Kelsey Creek, dry now with the rainy season still two months away. A multitude of stars sprinkled the sky with light. A grey quarter-moon hovered on the western horizon. He made a call to his bodyguards housed with a friend four kilometers to the south to tell them to set up their nocturnal vigil.
He’d risen so fast on the world scene. Only four pieces needed to fall into place, and he’d be able to put an end to poverty and war. The first piece was replacing Eric Throgmorton. He had considered that second in importance until Claymore showed increased interest in him. With Eric out of the way and Claymore on his side, his plans could move swiftly.
Second, bring the American military might under his control. He gazed up at the stars. Maybe the American people would remove Monroe before he had to assassinate him. Rioters had burned and destroyed the downtowns of many American cities. He raised his arms to God in hope.
The sooner the American military moved into line, the sooner he could destroy the religious fanatics and isolate the Chinese into economic submission, the third piece in his puzzle.
The most important fourth piece was eight years in the planning already and seventy percent complete. Pendleton selected this team his third year out of Cambridge. Their job: to organize a plan to transition the world from chaos to peace within the structure of a world government and to develop a plan to reverse the damage done by greed to the environment.
He grabbed a reed and yanked the plant out of its hold on the bank of the Kelsey. Even without his watch, he knew it was midnight straight up. “Can you imagine, Dad,” he asked, looking up at the sky, “how close we are to our dreams?”
#
Morning came and Pendleton was off, but before he left he held his mother close on the front stoop. “Two weeks, Mum, and you’ll have a daughter-in-law. You’ll love her. I know you will.”
His mother smiled. “You’re besting the best in this troubled world, Son. I have faith in you. But remember, your Lovey can aid you in your quest, or she can destroy your kingdom, like Helen of Troy.”
Pendleton kissed her cheek and walked down to his car. “She’ll exceed my expectations. Watch and see.”
#
“She’ll have a wedding fit for Queen Victoria,” Pendleton said, and pointed at Hans Van Meer, his best man. “I tell you old friend. She’s a magnificent find. I’ve never met someone so perfect for me.”
Van Meer frowned. “Is this wise, Arthur?” He walked to Pendleton’s office window and peered out at King’s Row. “It’s too soon if you ask me.”
“Now old boy, she’s been thoroughly screened, comes out squeaky clean.” He pushed away from his curved, glass-top desk. “I’m getting older. I can’t waste time. Plus, she’s useful with all her Washington connections.”
“Maybe?” Then a thin smile cracked Van Meer’s lips. “I’m happy for you. With what we’re planning to do, history may not be kind to us. Save for your elegant choice of a mate.”
Pendleton chuckled. “You’re full of crap.”
“But pleasant crap, don’t you think?”
“Tell me again why Reed’s man, Lytle, isn’t coming. I’d like to meet him.”
“There have been several bloody encounters, shall we say, between our boys and the Herculeans.” Van Meer huffed. “We assassinated Nash’s betrayer girlfriend. We’re unfortunately behind on the body count. Correction, our Georgian boys are.”
“Nash? Yes, yes, the missing lobbyist. Go on.”
“Lytle sent a team of three to support the Georgians and protect their inside man at the Emerald. We actually captured a female Herculean.”
“Bravo, old boy.”
“Save the Bravo.” Van Meer shrugged. “How the Herculeans found where those boys took her bothers me. But right in the middle of our interrogation, they burst in. The woman and Lytle survived. He’s been bruised in the scuffle and dislocated his arm escaping up a laundry chute.”
Pendleton tried to hold back laughter. The visual in his head was hysterical, up a laundry chute indeed. “Seems to me some of these firefights are like seeing how far you can piss up a tree. I kill two, so you kill three, and so on.”
Van Meer grinned as well. “I know. It’s abhorrently funny. I prefer quick kills with no trace. But Hercules figured out a way to track the Georgian agents. Our boys searched the Herculean woman while she was out. They found nothing but great tits.”
“Well, leave all that to Reed.” He patted his friend on the shoulder. “My role is orchestrating the financial collapse of the United States and the control of its military by the W.F.C. On that front I have news.”
He pulled out a copy of the London Times. The headlines in the political section read, Could the Independent Conservative Party send the U.S. Presidential Election to the House of Representatives?
“Is that possible?”
“My research says it’s likely.” Pendleton nodded. “That changes our strategy somewhat, and Reed needs to know.”
“How so?”
“The objective is putting Russell into the presidency. The U.S. Constitution requires that if no president is elected in the Electoral College. The Senate elects the Vice President. With Republicans controlling the Senate, Edmunds will get reelected.”
Van Meer dropped his hands into his pockets. 
Poor bloke isn’t getting this.
“The president is then elected in the House of Representatives. But in the House, each state has one vote. In that scenario, the Democrat, Russell, can beat Monroe, and we may not need to assassinate anyone.”
Pendleton mused aloud. “Although Russell hasn’t committed to putting U.S. military under U.N. oversight, Edmunds would be in a position to persuade him.”
A knock on Pendleton’s door interrupted their talk. 
“Sir, Ms. Smythe’s private jet is an hour from Aberdeen/Dyce Airport. It’s time to head to Scotland.”
“Right you are.”
#
Day 526
Peacock’s shoulder still ached from her encounter at the Bristol Hotel. But today her wedding took the forefront. The thought of being with Pendleton seemed curiously pleasant. Felicia Lange, her maid-of-honor, slept in the seat next to her as the captain announced their descent into Aberdeen, Scotland. She fondled the wedding ring she’d purchased for her husband to be, watching it sparkle in the light, a platinum band with seven inset blue diamonds. The inscription inside a Roman cross read, Ic lufie pë.
I love you in Old English.
The American taxpayer was blind to the fact that they paid for everything she had or did. She’d made a visit to her mansion in Maryland, so when Pendleton visited there, she’d be familiar with the grounds and the names of the staff.
He’d been gracious in granting her request for a small, but opulent wedding. She picked out and purchased her dress and those for her party. Her violet gown trailed three feet along the floor as she walked. Her bridesmaids would dress in purple gowns—also long and flowing. Polaris had played over one hundred traditional wedding pieces for her. She chose “Trumpet Voluntary” as both her entrance and exit processional.
The rest of the wedding was compliments of the Royal Windsor family, although none would attend. The church was Crathie Kirk in Aberdeen, steeped in tradition and small enough not to draw heavy crowds. Balmoral Castle and its staff of fifty fulltime employees were theirs for the honeymoon week with the best wishes of the King of England.
Her Arthur had taken every precaution so as not to shed light on whom she was. Her face would not be spread over the front page of the London
Times.
“We’ve landed, Lovey,” Felicia said, interrupting Peacock’s train of thought. She leaned against Peacock’s arm and whispered. “May Jesus protect you, and may God bless you. Our missions are different and you’ve drawn the rockiest road.”
Peacock tensed. Those words could have easily been said by her mother. She raised her daughter to love God. But now Peacock didn’t believe in God. If God existed, He didn’t like her anyway.
#
Fifteen minutes before his wife-to-be was to arrive, Pendleton made the final inspection with the church officials and initialed his approval of the arrangements. As the motorcade pulled up in front of Crathie Kirk, he swallowed time and time again in anticipation. He longed to see Lovey. His wife would be the cornerstone of his future achievements. As she learned the correct protocol, he’d elevate her to a power almost as respected as his own.
The first to disembark from the procession of Bentleys was General George Ruttman, now Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Alex Gordon, the United States Ambassador to the United Nations, and Lovey’s best man, followed him.
She does run in the highest circles of the U.S. elite, Pendleton thought. With her money, he wasn’t surprised. He greeted these dignitaries with due respect, but his heart longed to see her.
Two beauties disembarked from a second car. Two bridesmaids Pendleton presumed.
“Delightful to have you here,” he said.
They stared at him as though he were a god. Amusing, but the very reason he’d picked Laverna. He recognized her for the goddess she was. She viewed him as an equal, god or not.
Finally, Peacock disembarked and promptly followed Van Meer into the church, as another bridesmaid, a gorgeous black woman, walked up to him.
“I’m Felicia Lange,” she said. “Here is your wedding ring. Don’t hold it long. Give it to your best man.” She leaned close. “Lovey picked this out of hundreds of bands. Look at the inscription on the inside.”
She turned and walked away.
Pendleton gazed down at the velvet covered box in his hand. He opened the box’s delicate lid, revealing the tiny, sparkling blue diamonds in the morning sunlight. A perfect match to the ring he’d given her.
He examined the symbol and the inscription. Tears moistened his eyes. She’s reached into my soul and captured it for her own, he thought. The ring displayed a cross. Not any cross. The cross Constantine the First fashioned as the symbol of his army. Pendleton viewed himself as a warrior, the Lion’s Heart of Europe. She understood without him ever saying the words.
Pendleton focused on the inscription and held his breath. She’d written her love in Old English, Angelo-Saxon to be precise. Amazing, the inscription was the language of the era of Tiw. But how could she know?
#
Archbishop Malcolm Lloyd waved for Peacock to follow him. “This will only take a moment, Ms. Smythe. You have all of three hours to ready yourself.”
Three hours would be fine. She’d gone over the instructions with Polaris a dozen times.
“The Church of Scotland welcomes you. We expect you’ll be attending service with Arthur when in town. But I must ask one or two questions.”
“Of course Archbishop, your church was a favorite of Queen Victoria’s. I’m sure it will become a favorite of mine.”
He grinned at her, opened the guestroom door, and the two of them stepped inside. “Recline yourself and let’s talk.”
She took a seat across from him at a round medieval-like table.
“Do you believe in God?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Do you believe Jesus, the Christ, was the Son of God?”
She felt the heat from the crash, and her rescuer pulling her free before the car exploded. She’d believed in Jesus back then and prayed daily. Peacock tried to swallow, but couldn’t. Still she managed a response. “The Christian faith is the faith I was raised in. My father and mother were devout United Methodists.”
“And you?”
“I’m converting for Arthur’s sake.”
He said, “Faith is a personal thing. Christians believe in God and in Christ as the only road to heaven. And, we have faith He’ll take us to Himself in time. Do you believe those things?”
“I was raised to believe those things, Archbishop. But I confess I waver in my faith daily.”
“We all waver, because we’re human.” Archbishop Lloyd took her hand in his and gave her a kindly smile. “I pronounce my blessing upon you and Arthur. May God use you for His glory. May your children one day proclaim His Kingship. In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.”
“Amen,” she said.
Inside, tremors shook the foundations of her mind. Her father, mother, and she, herself, had put full faith in God before the accident. Now the archbishop’s words conflicted with her present unbelief. She had to force the reality of her marriage back into focus. When she did, she felt a crack open up in her conscience, and the crack wouldn’t close. She also felt something else, a desperate need to hold Arthur.



 
Chapter 14
 
The church bells chimed the hour. Peacock and her party gathered for their grand entrance. She peeked through the doors to see Pendleton, Van Meer, his best man, and the other groomsmen take their places by the altar.
“Trumpet Voluntary” resounded throughout the church and Lilith Eaton, Pendleton’s aunt and the first bridesmaid to enter the church, paraded down the aisle. Ambassador Gordon took Peacock’s arm. He whispered to her, “You look radiant, Peacock.”
Her code name should not have come from the mouth of a stranger and she tensed.
“It’s all right,” Polaris said. “Gordon has clearance to know.”
“Thank you,” she answered and hugged Gordon. “I’m supposed to have known you for years, so I guess a hug is acceptable.”
“Yes, it’s a proper response.”
She had purposely not spoken to Pendleton so as not to break with tradition. But as she stepped into the church, seeing him standing in front of the altar caused a wave of heat to race through her. God help me. I can’t believe I’m feeling this way.
She tried to tell herself this was only an assignment, but having spoken to the archbishop, she knew it was more. The moral code embedded in her mind saw clearly that when she said, “I do,” she must mean it.
As Felicia, Melanie, and Perfica joined Lilith on the second step, Arthur’s brother, Ian, and his cousins, Philip and Scott Eaton, ascended the steps to join them. A collective gasp came from the fifteen non-clergy present as they turned to see the bride. Pride swelled inside Peacock.
She was gorgeous, and she knew it.
On Peacock’s side of the aisle stood Ursa’s closest friend, General George Ruttman. Next to him, camera in hand, Ryan Dillon of the BBC poised himself to photograph the wedding. Pendleton had told her Dillon was the only reporter allowed. He would be taking pictures from behind only, so as not to reveal full facial structures for the privacy of both of them.
On Pendleton’s side, his mother, Anne Pendleton, leaned against the front rail for support. Next to her, Prime Minister Claymore smiled catlike as Peacock approached. At the far end of the row, an older man who could have passed for a brother of Winston Churchill gave her an uncomfortable grin. Peacock presumed he was Eric Throgmorton, head of the W.F.C. A younger woman sat next to him looking out of place amidst all the pomp.
When Pendleton took her hand and strode up beside her, she lost herself in the twinkle of his eyes.
“You’re playing it great, Peacock,” Polaris said, halfway through the ceremony. “Ursa and I are almost in tears.”
She couldn’t respond. Everything swirled along faster than she could manage. Her hands trembled, but not from fear. She wanted to kiss her future husband and pledge to him all she was, except her role as Peacock.
Her wedding wasn’t going according to Hercules or her own plan. She certainly hadn’t expected the sweet, sweet, warmth she felt inside as she willingly pledged her fidelity.
Then the moment came upon her. “And do you, Laverna Smythe, take Arthur Pendleton to be your lawfully wedded husband?” Her “I do” echoed with assurance throughout the Kirk.
“I now pronounce you, husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”
The word ‘kiss’ barely escaped Archbishop Lloyd’s mouth when Pendleton wrapped her in his arms. Laverna Smythe melted against him, and Peacock stayed hidden and mute. If there is a God, she thought, help me to please this man.
#
Peacock followed Pendleton into the foothills of Ballochbuie Forrest amidst the Caledonian pines.
“Watch your step, Lovey. These old footpaths can be rather slippery.”
She did a demure little bow and blithely sprung up an incline and onto the ledge of a small rocky hill where Pendleton stood waiting.
“Oh, Arthur, it’s beautiful.”
“Yes, it’s a gorgeous place. We’re away from the prying eyes of visitors and the noise of life.”
Balmoral couldn’t be seen from where they’d emerged from the trees. He breathed in a gulp of fresh air and kissed her. “I’m going to miss you the moment you leave. I can’t remember a time in my life when I was happier.”
“Neither can I.”
Their honeymoon week had raced by, and tomorrow she’d head back to Washington and Room 1515.
“Your mother is delightful. Actually, so is your whole family. But how do you manage to be civil to Throgmorton?”
“Let’s sit over here where we can look out over the glen.” He took her hand and helped her slide onto a good size boulder. He plopped down on an even bigger one across from her and peered down into the misty green vale.
“Eric wasn’t always a pompous ass. When I first met him, he was an idealist. Greed destroyed him from the inside.” Pendleton sighed and folded his hands around hers. “We need to have a serious conversation. I’m embarking on several unpleasant endeavors. I don’t want you taken by surprise.”
“Please don’t tell me anything you’ll regret later.”
“No, I trust you.” He pointed down toward the water’s edge. “Look, three red deer are drinking from that little stream.”
“It’s like a scene out of Tolkien, rowan, birch, and willow trees, valleys and rocky hills.”
“You’ve read Tolkien?” Pendleton asked.
“I’ve read the Lord of the Rings twice, and The Hobbit.” She squeezed his hand. “Give me the bad news quickly, so I can enjoy the rest of our time together.”
Pendleton pulled off his wedding band and lifted it up. “Who do you think I am?”
“What?”
“I’m serious.” He stood and turned facing her, a kindly smile on his face. “The Roman Cross and the Old English inscription were uncanny intuitions. Who do you think I am?”
“I can only tell you what I feel.” She focused in on his eyes. “You have a special calling. You’re like one who has returned from the era of Camelot, a romantic man of honor who will defend the Isles.”
Peacock surfaced from within her. “I wasn’t meant to marry a common man, but a man of destiny.”
Polaris roared with approval. “What a load of tripe.”
But Pendleton leaped straight up in the air, kicking his heals together, and landed perfectly balanced. “I knew it. You’re a seer blessed with mystic insight. Lovey, I tell you the truth. One day, the whole world will emerge from the darkness of this age, and I will lead it. Greed and pride are destroying our planet. Someday there will be little to be greedy about.”
He rubbed his hands together. “When you hear that Chinese banks are crumbling and the Yuan is freefalling, the W.F.C. will be orchestrating the fall.”
“But the Chinese will try to demand the United States immediately repay our debt.” Peacock’s stomach soured. “You know how I feel about my country.”
“I do.” Pendleton smiled. “I’ll stop the Chinese before they follow through. Japan is the E.U.’s strongest business partner. This is a move to strengthen Japan’s economic position in the Far East. The Iranians have been buying nuclear materials from the Chinese. I’m sending them a message. Play ball with the W.F.C. and stop the crap. Pardon my vernacular.”
“Ask him about the Russian’s involvement,” Polaris said. “Ursa wonders if they’re doing the same thing.”
“I thought Russia was the villain in selling those materials to Iran.” Peacock rubbed her neck. Could she be experiencing stress? Impossible.
Pendleton chuckled. “Russia is blamed for many sinister endeavors. Most of the time, the press in the U.S. and Britain fuel the fire. Believe me. China is the culprit in this case.” A serious frown disrupted his otherwise pleasant face. “Unfortunately, the only way to unify some countries into thinking globally is to eliminate the rulers at the top. If you hear about assassinations in Ring of Fire countries, keep your ears opened. Let me know if the E.U. or the W.F.C. is being blamed for them amongst Washington’s elite.”
She let out a healthy laugh. “You’ve just told me you’ll be behind the assassinations.”
“Of course, you know but no one else should,” Pendleton said. “Ah Lovey, sometimes your friends become your enemies and vice versa. If my partners and I don’t act now, the violent will inherit the earth. Eventually they’ll blow it to bits, if it doesn’t die from the curse of humanity beforehand.”
He reached out and touched her. “America has been foolish. I love your spirit, but your greed, and the greed of the rest of the world is going to destroy everything that lives and breathes. I visualize a world at peace. In my universe, mankind reaches the ultimate in learning and achievement. Poverty is eliminated. Knowledge is respected. The ecology thrives. But sometimes the ends must justify the means to accomplish such a noble task.”
He tilted his head and flashed a grin. “This is why I need your help.”
Peacock desired everything Pendleton described. But she’d been taught achieving that peace came through democracy. This was why she joined Hercules. She and her husband longed for the same things. She rubbed up against him and her nipples hardened under her t-shirt. “What kind of help do you want, King Arthur?”
His face turned beet red. The innocent part of him pulled her to him like a magnet. How long he’d hold on to innocence without life corrupting this part of him, she didn’t know. But he’d kept it so far.
“You’re a dangerous little nymph.”
He straightened his shoulders and moistened his lips. “Monroe is blocking our bids on military contracts. Do you remember my example when I asked you to marry me?”
“Yes.”
“You’re going to meet the man I’ve selected to push through a critical set of contracts and secure the bids.” He pointed his finger at her. “You’ll actually benefit. You own a considerable portion of one of those companies.”
“How can I help?”
“Get him a pass to enter Room 1515. You should be able to as a hotel director. Introduce him to certain people. Introductions are all I ask, nothing more.”
“Arrange it!” Polaris whispered. “We’ll be able to listen in and hear the strategy.”
“Will he know about our marriage?”
“He will one day if he’s successful, but not now. I was specific. Only those attending our wedding are to know now. The B.B.C. identified you as a prominent Washington socialite.” He pulled her into his arms and held her close. “My power is hidden. I avoid publicity. The fact we’re at Balmoral is seen as a token of friendship with the Crown. Things will come out. That’s inevitable. But gradually over time.”
“I’ll do it,” she said. “Who will be contacting me?”
“His name is Philip Martin. Treat him well, darling.”
As they strolled back to Balmoral, she wondered about coincidences. Was it a coincidence Pendleton knew about Room 1515, but not her role there? Was it a coincidence that he and his operatives had talked to Nash daily while she was seeing him and didn’t realize who she was?
Could Pendleton know everything about her and still want to marry her? Was she being played?
#
As Pendleton’s plane reached cruising altitude west of Aberdeen heading to Dublin, he contacted Milton Rogers in Zurich. “Hello Milton, Arthur here. Have a sec?”
“Aren’t you on your honeymoon, old boy?”
“She’s headed back to the States. Update me on Project Enlightenment.”
“The project’s too huge to update in one phone conversation. Ask me questions, and I’ll answer if I can.”
Milton was right as usual. Enlightenment was too enormous an endeavor to be chewed and swallowed all at once, “How many curriculum corporations have we purchased?”
“The W.F.C. owns twenty-eight. You own four outright. Eighteen corporations are full-out creating computer subject cores. The others are coming up to speed.”
“Are all cores and sub-cores taught with an English language base only?”
“Correct. In essence, the programs require one expert class mentor per sub-core, and a maximum ten students in the sub-core at any given time.”
Subduing the earth’s population by means of economics and military strength was only one cherry on the stem. Having in place a system of education, structured to meet the necessary life-sustaining and cultural development needs of mankind, was a more important piece.
“I’ve talked to the Skills Encyclopedia Division. They identified over three thousand core occupations thus far.” Rogers sighed. “I know we’re doing the right thing. But I’ll miss the old ways.”
“I won’t,” Pendleton said. “In fifteen years, the world will be fully converted to optimum education and optimum performance standards. Within thirty years the past methods will be forever forgotten.”
“How do we discipline the troublemakers?”
“We’ll supply life’s basics equally. But we’ll withhold life’s basics from the disobedient. When they grow hungry enough, they’ll come around. You have to keep an eye on the goals: no poverty, maximize every human’s potential. Wipe out war and greed. And—rid the earth of electronic media. People need to be actively involved in the world, not sitting in front of a television all day. It’s possible.”
“Are you still planning to allow religions other than Christianity to study their faiths?”
“You can’t stop or dictate a religion. We can’t impose our belief on others. But I think you’ll find a world that is fed, clothed, at peace, and offered the maximum education possible will stop fighting over religion.”
Pendleton checked his watch. He had time to educate his friend. “Can you imagine a family in the Sudan sitting down to three, full-course healthy meals a day supplied by the World Government? Isn’t it even more amazing when you consider every person in the world will receive the same?”
“It boggles the mind.”
“Studies are already completed regarding world production and distribution equalization. The astonishing fact is our planet can feed the existing population and up to a billion more given our present resources. Distribution is the problem. Our world today wastes enough food to feed a billion people. With one government, that problem goes away.”
“Well, I’m only in charge of world security,” Rogers said. “But I’ll be relieved when the first group of five-year-olds advances from ignorance to meeting the world’s job needs.”
“I wish you long life Milton. These things will happen faster than you think.”
#
Peacock stared down at the ocean below. She watched the waves and contemplated the turmoil in her life.
“I have to build a mental dike,” she said to Rigel, who was with her in the early morning hours.
“Poor Peacock,” he answered. “I find compartmentalizing as a good way to cope.”
“I’m a genius at putting my life into boxes.”
All her dead emotional buttons had smoldered a bit with the wedding and honeymoon. A desire, no a craving to be with Pendleton, had ignited again. Now that craving had to be extinguished.
Admit it, Peacock. He matches with you like Adam matched Eve.
“What’s the plan when I reach Washington?” she asked.
“A debrief with Ursa, a two day refresher with Magnus, and then back to Room 1515. There’s a congressman from New Hampshire we want you to get close to.”
Gloom enveloped her. She raged inside over her duty defiling her vows of marriage. Inhaling cleared her mind. Work would help her focus on that duty. She wasn’t scheduled to see Pendleton again until October. Placing one mental block upon another, she built her treasonous dike.
#
Thaddeus Cline, Skipper to his friends, rushed up the stairs to the third floor of the Missile Defense Agency. He placed his left hand against the identification plate, fingers in the designated spots. When the light flashed green, he gazed into the iris scanner.
“Welcome back to ‘The Asteroid Project,’ Professor Cline,” a sexy automated female voice greeted him.
The doors in front of him swung open and he stepped inside, only to be searched head-to-toe by two husky military policemen. He snarled inside but smiled to their faces. An M.I.T. graduate at eighteen years of age, two PhD’s by twenty-four, and group leader of this elite space weapons program, he detested the daily treatment he received.
“Thad, we’ve finished the pre-work,” Doctor Hendrix, Center Administrator said. “Do the honors of flipping the switch.”
I’d rather flip you off.
At the press conference yesterday, Hendrix took center stage referring to Cline and the others as “. . . my handpicked staff.”
“Thanks Paul, I’d be glad to.” He flipped the switch activating the test model to the cheers of his colleagues.
I hope you rot in hell.
Later, as he checked the launch sequencing programs, a co-worker with a badge that read, Homeland Security, slipped him a note.
Skipper, your contact is coming to New York. He’d like to see you A.S.A.P. I have you cleared to leave in two weeks. No questions asked. An associate will pick you up at La Guardia.
Leon
If he boarded that plane, there was no going back. He was thirty-two. He hadn’t had time for real fun since he was eleven. Important people wanted his mind. They’d pay for the unique mathematical genius he possessed.
He nodded an affirmative as the co-worker headed away.
A tiny voice in his head warned him that traitors were at times put to death in America. But the voice was nearly inaudible. A louder one screamed, “You’re smarter than the others. You’ll never get caught.”



 
Chapter 15
 
Thomas Reed ran the fingers of his left hand along the smooth marble walls of the London offices of the W.F.C. He examined the marble’s texture in the huge hallway outside the Queen’s Court meeting room. His other hand held a briefcase and a thousand thoughts swam in his mind.
British Prime Minister Grace Claymore and her entourage swept past him, burst into the meeting room, and disappeared without saying a word as the doors slammed behind her.
“And a good day to you, Gracey,” Reed grumbled. He gave her the finger, hoping somehow she’d feel the sincerity of his action.
A moment later, Eric Throgmorton, himself, stuck his head out and motioned to Reed. “Mr. Reed, your presence is now requested.”
Walking at a pace equal to Throgmorton’s, Reed entered the room and was seated facing the entire W.F.C. elite.
Pendleton stared a hole through his mentor, as Throgmorton limped back to his chair. We ought to off that bugger, Reed mouthed to Pendleton. Pendleton smiled and nodded politely.
Reed uneasily faced the room. A quick observation of posture said Pendleton led the group. Throgmorton slouched and didn’t make eye contact. The majority of the others present focused on Pendleton. He clearly called the shots. Reed relaxed.
“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.” Reed squeezed in his stomach muscles to give himself a calm but serious look. Inside acid churned in his stomach.
“Let’s hope we’re not wasting the Crown’s money,” Throgmorton grumbled, scrunching up his nose.
Pendleton rose and addressed the Prime Minister. “I asked Mr. Reed here to lay out our options regarding Monroe. The logistics involved are rather tricky. May I remind everyone what we say here stays in this room.”
Claymore nodded.
Reed dialed the combination on his briefcase and opened it. He cocked his head a bit and said, “You want Monroe to lose this election. If he’s reelected, you want him assassinated along with his wife. Correct?”
Claymore seemed reluctant to answer.
“Is this correct?” Reed repeated.
“Yes. I presume there are no objections.” Claymore eyed those in attendance as Pendleton sat back down.
“My team has run several election models with the help of Philip Martin.” Reed stood and opened the folder in his hand. “There are fifty-four days to the election. Seven states in the center of the country are firm for this new third party, The Independent Conservative Party.”
“So?” Throgmorton asked.
“If the election were held today, no one candidate would win in the Electoral College vote. Martin is lobbying to push the Stromiehre bid through Congress and help the Democrat, Russell, win the presidency. We’ll wait on the assassination attempt.”
“Then why are we talking about this now?” Throgmorton asked.
“It has to do with timing.” Pendleton sneered at Throgmorton whose eyesight was too poor to notice. “The quicker Monroe is out of the way; the sooner America’s troops join United Nations forces under our leadership.”
“The quickest assassination plan to implement has the greatest chance of failure,” Reed said. An overhead projector displayed maps of areas surrounding Washington, D.C.
“That plan being?” Claymore asked.
“Shoot down Marine One somewhere between the White House and Andrews Air force Base.” Reed walked to the screen with a light wand and pointed at the area. “The three locations identified are potential vantage points from which to fire Stingers.”
“Yet, you don’t seem to back this plan,” she said.
“There is room for error. If the hope is to rid ourselves of Monroe quickly, this plan is easy to implement. But it could fail. That’s why there must always be a Plan B.”
Throgmorton smiled. “Yes. Backup plans are invaluable. But, Mr. Reed, let’s hope that the first plan doesn’t miss.” He swiveled slowly in his chair looking at the ceiling. “Tell us about Plan B and see if we approve.”
“If the time and place is left up to my discretion, I’ll assemble a team to put an agent on Monroe’s personal security team.”
“That could take two years to put in place,” Claymore said. “The quicker scenario can be accomplished much sooner.”
“And we’ll try that plan first, Madam. But the long range plan is the most efficient.” Reed inhaled to restore his confident look. “I’ve always believed in a professional hit. Murder at the hand of a trusted associate comes closest to the perfect art.”
“Mr. Reed,” Claymore said. “Work with Sir Jarvis and our MI6 operatives to have a certain agent, whose name I’ll provide you, transferred onto Monroe’s security team. Start Plan B now to save time.”
“I’ve already instructed Sir Jarvis to help that process along,” Pendleton interjected. “We’ll create an opening on Monroe’s team to get our man in place.”
“Create an opening?” Claymore put her hand to her chin. “Oh, kill an agent and slide the assassin onboard. Jolly good idea.”
“Imagine our man at 2:00 a.m. guarding the Presidential Suite.” Reed saw Claymore’s face brighten. Her eyes focused on him.
“Now that would be delightful,” she said. “Gut him while he sleeps.”
“What do you need from us?” Throgmorton asked.
“Your approval.” The time was right. Gain approval and leave. “I propose a three man team to shoot down Marine One with a surface-to-air missile. We bring the team into the States, procure the material, select the site, assemble the missiles stateside, and execute the plan.”
“To be clear, how long before Plan A is executed?” Claymore asked.
“Two months after the election appears amply sufficient. Failing that, we go to Plan B. If Plan A succeeds, we all celebrate earlier.”
Claymore grumped. “Dead is dead and the sooner the better.”
#
Reed and the rest of the dignitaries left. Pendleton motioned to Throgmorton to stay behind. He strolled to the windows and pulled the gold sheers closed to reduce the outside glare.
“Monroe is a brilliant political strategist. He’ll find a way to win. We’ll have to kill him.”
“He looks at the big picture like we do,” Throgmorton said. “The only difference between how I see the world five years from now, and how he sees it, concerns the American military. He sees himself as the restorer of the American economy. I see the W.F.C. as its savior.”
“Yes,” Pendleton said, reflecting Throgmorton’s view back to him. “Britain will rule the European Union. The European Union will rule the United Nations. The W.F.C. will rule them all by controlling the purse strings.”
“With America’s military under United Nations’ command, only China will oppose us,” Throgmorton said.
“But what if China won’t submit?”
“We have a short World War III.”
“Dangerous and impractical, diplomacy and financial pressure are far better solutions.”
Pendleton believed in the old ideals. Power used for the greater good, religious feuding eliminated, and enlightened leadership changing the landscape of the world, not crumbling it into dust. “I don’t want to have to assassinate Monroe. I hope we can influence the election and beat him at the polls.”
Throgmorton looked at him thoughtfully. “You’re developing a conscience. You’ll go farther without one.”
You’ve lost your conscience and my respect.
“I want to live long enough to establish a one-world government.”
“Don’t get sick,” Throgmorton said.
“What?”
“If you want to live long enough to see a one-world government established. Don’t get sick.”
Don’t get sick?
Now there was an interesting statement coming from someone thirty years his senior.
I wonder who will die first.
#
Arthur Pendleton headed down the steps of Lancaster House and into a torrential downpour. He’d been checking on the prime minister’s staffers. They worked at boardroom tables in the Gold and Green rooms, updating the latest projections on the U.S. elections from all major networks and pollsters. They prepared them for Claymore daily.
He opened the door of the prime minister’s limousine, slid in and closed his umbrella, and then shook the collar of his coat ever so gently.
“May I ask a question, Madam Prime Minister?” he asked, without saying the appropriate hello. “How can you be so sure Edmunds will actually help us put U.S. troops under U.N. command in the Middle East, if either he or Russell becomes president?”
Claymore motioned to her driver to pull away from the curb. “Because we know his dirty little secrets.”
“Indeed? How so?”
“His party has been shielding him for several years.” She let out a snicker. “In the late 1990’s, Edmunds had an affair with a woman on his staff. Both were married. Both were discreet. But if that affair were to be made public, his marriage would be destroyed.”
She nudged Pendleton’s arm. “Plus, Edmunds never disassociated himself from his former company, Amalgamated Metals. He shares in the benefits of their government contracts. A wonderful conflict of interest, don’t you think. He doesn’t know we know. But I’ll use the information if I have to.”
Of course she would, and he approved of the Prime Minister’s favorable attitude towards an Edmunds’ presidency. How fun to obtain information from Claymore and give little to her.
“I cannot stress enough the importance of the American military staying in the Middle East,” she continued. “This is why a second term for Monroe would be a disaster.”
The fear in her voice surprised him. “I understand your concern over Iran, Madam Prime Minister. But your sense of urgency seems a bit unusual. You’re not one to panic.”
Claymore’s face darkened. “Haven’t you studied your history?”
She looked away for a moment.
“The average American thinks the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon happened on 9/11 because it’s the number they dial in an emergency. They’re deluded.”
“I know the date itself has some significance,” Pendleton said. “But I haven’t the foggiest what it is.”
“On September 11, 1683, a two-day battle began at the gates of Vienna.” Her clear concise voice rang with certainty. “The combined forces of the Central European kingdoms defeated the Ottoman Empire and marked the turning point of a 300 year struggle between the Muslim and Christian worlds.”
She positioned herself so she could look directly at him. “On September 11, 2001, the Muslim world sent us a signal. They’re back!”
Her concern smacked him. He despised their fanaticism. But was the Muslim world capable of uniting? “They struggle amongst themselves. Are you sure they’re a threat?”
“It’s only a matter of time,” she said. “If the United States withdraws from the Middle East, Europe becomes the Muslim world’s primary target. Iran grows stronger and draws followers to its ideologies. If they reach the military strength to make a go of it, Europe will be embroiled in a fight for our very existence.”
His cell phone vibrated.
“Excuse me, Madam. It’s an important call.”
He found himself combing his hair though the caller couldn’t see him.
“Hello Lovey, I miss you.”
“I miss you, too. I wanted to wish you a wonderful day. My day is well on its way here. I love you.”
“Thank you, sweetheart. I love you too.” He blew a kiss into the phone and hung up. They spoke three times daily. Even days, she called him. Odd days, he called her. He looked up to see Claymore, lips puckered, holding back from laughing.
“You’re absobloodylootly in need of the funny farm, Arthur. The woman’s cast a spell over you.”
“Ah, and a pleasant one.”
Claymore patted his knee. “I envy you. My Charles and I are a marriage of convenience.”
Her face took on a more serious look, furrowing at the bridge of her nose. “MI6 has identified our mole, a Professor Thaddeus Cline.”
“Good show.”
“A meeting has already been set up with Cline to clarify his list of demands. Pay him whatever is reasonable.” The Prime Minister motioned to her driver to pull over near W.F.C. headquarters. “We need those American space-based missiles ready when the Russians are prepared to attack Iran.”
Pendleton nodded, opened the limo door, and left.
So Russia would be the goat Europe would butt against Iran.
As he trotted into his building, he assessed her words. His plans for power and world domination could be ruined if the Muslim world united before all the pieces settled into place. Claymore’s sense of urgency now fell on him. The old girl deceived herself into thinking he’d purchase Cline’s services for her. In fact, he’d purchase those skills for himself.
Now was the time for Professor Cline to pay Pendleton a visit.



 
Chapter 16
 
Day 550
Peacock fidgeted. Waiting bored her. Ursa had invited both Felicia and her to a key Stromiehre Project meeting. But one important person had still not arrived. She was disturbed that she’d been kept in the dark as to who that person was.
“Your leg’s bouncing. Are you nervous?” Felicia asked, as they sat in Ursa’s now familiar office waiting room.
“No, I’m impatient. There’s a difference.” 
According to Polaris, things weren’t going well regarding Philip Martin. So when Felicia left for a moment to go to the ladies room, Peacock spoke her mind.
“It’s not my fault if Monroe’s bid for reelection has been slowed down.”
“I never said it was,” Polaris said, trying to soothe her. “Your husband handpicked Martin. He’s very, very, sharp.”
Peacock swallowed her next comment. She’d taken good care of Independent Congressman, Hal Holman, the target of Martin’s attention in Room 1515. She’d gleaned all the information she could from him. Her infidelity hadn’t bothered her as she thought it might. Considering her job, this was encouraging. Besides, Holman was a toad compared to her husband. She enjoyed playing with Holman’s ego.
Felicia had just returned when Ursa burst through the entry door. He stomped past both women and waved them into his office with a grumpy, “Come on. We haven’t time to waste chatting.”
“Don’t say anything,” Polaris advised. “He’s pissed, but not at you.”
“Who is Ursa pissed at,” she asked.
Polaris remained silent. She didn’t push the point. She figured she’d know soon enough.
Through his office Ursa went and opened the far door. He continued down the hallway until he came to a brightly lit room. Peacock and Felicia followed him inside. Several technicians raced about bringing data up on their computers. They were preparing for some kind of presentation. She pulled a chair up to the space assigned her and sat down. Felicia did the same.
Three men entered the room. The man in the middle was cuffed and wore leg chains. Peacock recognized him. Steve Nash, her first male target, seated uncomfortably between two Herculeans.
“Run the surveillance tapes and sync in the audio,” Ursa commanded.
Felicia nudged Peacock. “The tape is from yesterday, Philip Martin and Holman.”
Holman was talking non-stop about the tenuous position he was being placed in. “By your projections, Phil, my vote will elect the president. Congressman Keith and I are the only independent congressmen in the House. Everyone else is party affiliated. I’m under a lot of pressure to protect my state.”
“Consider this,” Martin glanced around, then under the table probably looking for a wire.
Carna, the head technical advisor, whispered under her breath. “No one can spot the listening devices. I’ve embedded them under the ceramic tile at the corners of each table and activated them remotely. Ingenious, don’t you think?”
“Your vote on the committee overseeing the Stromiehre bid will decide whether the contract is or isn’t awarded.” Martin wiped his hands on a cloth napkin and then picked up his drink. “You’re a double threat to Monroe.”
“I’m a problem for both Russell and Monroe.”
“Would three million dollars convince you to vote against Monroe if the election goes to the House. And vote for Stromiehre in committee tomorrow?”
Peacock watched herself walk up. Martin grasped her hand. “Thank you for allowing Hal to admit me, Lovey. I’m in your debt.”
Holman smiled at her. “Laverna is a gracious host.”
“Gracious indeed,” Polaris whispered.
“The bastard better be pleased,” she mumbled as she watched herself saunter away. “He doesn’t deserve me.”
“The Stromiehre deal works fine for me,” Holman said. “Going against Monroe in the House vote? I don’t know. So let’s try this. I get half of the three million for pushing the contract involving Stromiehre through. I get the other half if my vote sinks Monroe.”
“Agreed.”
#
“Pause the tape,” Ursa said. “We have a problem. Holman told Peacock he planned to block Stromiehre’s bid in committee. Our people in Congress were given my word after I convinced Snell to talk to him. Snell confirmed Peacock’s information with a call to Holman before Holman’s conversation with Martin. Today, Holman betrayed us and pushed the Stromiehre bid through.”
“Shit,” Peacock blurted out. She could feel her ego shrivel. People didn’t betray her. She’d castrate Holman. She thought her performance was worth at least a million and a half.
Magnus raised his hand. “Just to set things straight. Peacock did her job. But Martin’s bribe was too substantial.”
“So do we pay Holman more than Martin to secure his House vote?” Ursa glanced around the table. “Give me a plan, people.”
He leaned back. “If Monroe’s reelected, he’ll use the reelection as a mandate. By the time the Foreign Contractor Bill gets to his desk, the election will be over and he’ll veto it.”
“Maybe,” Magnus said. “Or maybe the new Congress will be able to override him.”
“Stromiehre’s contract has already been approved. We’re too late to stop that one.” Ursa said, then turned to Nash who was cowering in his chair surrounded by his guards. “Enlighten us, Mr. Nash. What would a lobbyist like you do given this situation? How would you even the odds?”
“You mean. How would I overcome Holman’s defection?” Nash rubbed his hands together, his wrists still in cuffs. “A vote isn’t a vote until it’s given. Counteroffer, or threaten his state with more dire consequences. I never had three million dollars to bribe anybody.”
“So we should try to outbid Arthur Pendleton?”
Nash sighed. “No. I suppose that’s a waste of time. You can’t trap him either. He’ll make sure everything works out according to the law, even the bribes.”
Peacock disliked the direction of this conversation. She didn’t like her husband talked about in a negative light. Ursa approved her allowing Martin into Room 1515, so he could eavesdrop. She wanted to crawl into a hole.
Ursa pushed a button. Two trays slid out from beneath the desk where Felicia and Peacock sat.
“You talked to Pendleton every day, sometimes several times a day,” Ursa said. “We’ve examined your cell phone records for up to thirty days prior to the attack on our agent, Peacock.”
Nash scowled. “Yes, my little Lovey. The bitch played me.”
“Or was it the other way around, Mr. Nash?” Ursa threw the phone record across the table. “Who’s Lytle?”
“How . . .?” Nash went rigid and said nothing else.
“You see, Peacock,” Ursa said. “Mr. Nash knows who the men were who came after you. Because he knows, he’s not just a harmless lobbyist. Give Felicia her instructions. Protocol says it’s your call.”
Peacock touched Felicia’s hands and whispered. “Kill Nash.”
A shot rang out instantly followed by a second. Nash’s head exploded and brain matter flew back and to the sides of where he sat. What was left of his head flopped backwards.
“Why did you fire your gun?” Felicia yelled. “Don’t you trust me?”
Peacock glared at her. “To be sure he didn’t suffer. Murder is fine. Suffering isn’t.”
“No squabbling you two,” Ursa grumbled. “Leave him there.” He pointed at the two guards cowering at Nash’s side. “We’ll be done in a moment.”
“Sir,” Carna said, seemingly unshaken by Nash’s death. “New Hampshire needs federal funding to finish infrastructure rebuilding. Monroe’s office has to threaten him.”
Who was this Carna woman? She wasn’t just a technology whiz, not the way heads turned when she spoke. That scorpion tattoo between her shoulder blades said she was more than just a computer nerd.
“Carna’s right,” Ursa said. “I’ll inform President Monroe.”
Ursa turned and addressed Felicia. “You are excused. The next topic only concerns Peacock.”
Felicia left still fuming over Peacock’s second shot.
“Continue the tape,” Ursa said. “Now watch carefully.”
Holman got up and left. Then Martin waved Daphne over. “Have you thought about our little talk?”
“Yes,” Daphne said and slipped Martin a note. Martin studied the note and left without another word. Shortly afterward Daphne followed Martin out. She was gone ten minutes, but she didn’t report her absence to Peacock.
Ursa stopped the tape and slumped where he sat.
“Is it safe speaking openly here?” Peacock asked, looking at Nash’s former guards.
“Clean up that mess,” Ursa said, pointing at Nash’s body. “Peacock and I will finish this in my office.”
She followed Ursa back to his office and Ursa closed the door. 
“I didn’t want to discuss how to deal with Daphne in front of other Herculeans,” Peacock said.
“So noted,” Ursa answered. “Now tell me what you’re going to do and why.”
Peacock ran the scenario over in her mind. “First, I’ll go to Daphne’s room. She should be there at this time of day. I’ll ask her to explain her actions regarding Martin. If she cooperates, Polaris will record her reasoning. If she doesn’t, the interrogation may take longer. In any case, if she’s guilty I’ll kill her.”
“Why will you kill her?”
“She’ll have betrayed Hercules.”
“Right answer,” Ursa said. “I’ll have cleaners in her room minutes after you’re done. They’ll leave no evidence that a Daphne ever existed.”
Ursa came around his desk and hugged her. “I’m sorry you have to do this. But as you learned today, in this crazy world, the only people you can trust are your fellow Herculeans.”
“I thought I could trust Daphne,” Peacock said.
“Daphne? I don’t know a Daphne.”
Ursa’s comment made sense in a morbid sort of way. “Go tend to Felicia,” He said. “She needs your approval.”
Peacock left Ursa’s office and found Felicia sitting in the waiting room with her head in her hands. She knelt down next to her and touched her arm. “Time to go back to work, Soul Sister,” Peacock whispered. “I need you to do a walkthrough of Room 1515 for me.”
Felicia looked up, obviously still a bit fumed by Peacock’s second shot at Nash.
“I’m sorry,” Peacock said. “I didn’t want a former lover to suffer.”
“I understand. But sometimes this job sucks.”
#
Peacock entered the Emerald Hotel and rushed across the main lobby to the Towers elevator. She headed up to the twelfth floor grumbling as she went.  Nash obviously knew Lytle, the man who bungee-jumped up the laundry chute. She shook off her guilty feelings about killing Nash. Whether killing Daphne would cause her a problem was yet to be seen.
As Peacock approached Daphne’s room, she noted two empty glasses on a tray outside the door. A Do Not Disturb sign hung on the doorknob. She reached into her bag, pulled out a blow dart, and inserted her master key into the door. As she opened the door, a naked man jumped off the bed. She exhaled, and the man fell lifeless to the floor.
The sound of water splashing in the shower amused Peacock. Her victim was cleansing herself before ascending to heaven. The bathroom door was open a crack. Peacock crept in, pulled back the shower curtain, and fired a Taser gun. Daphne screamed, jerked uncontrollably, and fell out of the shower, splitting her head open on the tile floor.
Peacock dragged Daphne out of the bathroom and tied her hands to the foot of the bedpost. Then she rolled the naked man over to find Ambassador Zelinoff. Maybe the contact between Daphne and Martin had been arranged by Zelinoff. He always asked for Daphne. “How do I play this, Polaris, kill them both?”
“No, Zelinoff won’t wake up for hours. If Daphne confirms him as her contact, we’ll see he’s dealt with. Maybe another ambassador will be assigned.”
“Damn it. I thought you’d say that.”
Peacock wondered why the woman died and the man stayed alive.
She knelt down by Daphne who was still jerking. She pointed the Taser gun at Daphne’s chest. “Ursa knows you’re a traitor. Tell everything you know, now.”
“If I do, you won’t hurt me.”
“No. I won’t hurt you again. Did Zelinoff put you up to this?”
“Zelinoff knows nothing. He’s being played by his translator who’s in the employ of a man called Lytle.”
First the bodyguard. Now the translator. “What did they offer you?”
Daphne vomited. Peacock ignored the mess.
“What did they offer you?” she yelled again.
“Each time Zelinoff’s party came in,” Daphne said. “I gave the interpreter information I’d heard about the Stromiehre bid. I wanted to save some money to quit. He paid me three hundred cash each visit. All I am is an information whore anyway. I want more out of life.”
“Information whore or not, you took three hundred dollars, when you have an unlimited expense account?”
Daphne’s trembling turned to spasms.
“Are you afraid I’ll Taser you again?”
Daphne nodded her head several times.
“So you were taking money from Martin for information?”
“Martin told me he’d pay me ten thousand dollars for the names of the Herculeans employed at The Emerald. I have a meeting scheduled with him tomorrow.”
“Where’s your list?”
Daphne’s head bounced wildly around as if she were looking for a way to escape. Peacock waved the Taser at her. “Ten seconds.”
“The list’s in my checkbook in my purse.”
“Read the names aloud,” Polaris said.
Peacock found Daphne’s purse, then the checkbook, and then the list. “Laverna Smythe! You bitch! Only my name was on your list.”
“I was testing him. If he paid me the ten thousand, I’d know he was serious, and I’d give him more.”
“Kill her,” Polaris whispered. “You’ll be the one meeting with Martin. Find out where.”
“Tell me where the meeting is, and I’ll put the Taser away.”
“At the Bristol Hotel tomorrow at nine in the morning, Room 1542.”
Peacock lowered the Taser.
“What are you going to do?” Daphne pulled her legs up and leaned as far forward as the hand restraints would allow. “Let me speak with Ursa,” she asked. “Maybe I can double-cross Martin for him.”
“And interesting thought,” Peacock said to comfort her. “I won’t hurt you. But I need to untie your hands.”
She leaned down and wrapped her arms around Daphne’s neck. With one swift twist, she severed Daphne’s head from her spine at the neck. Daphne’s head fell forward, held in place only by the tendons. 
“Call in the cleaners. What do I do about Zelinoff?”
“We’ll put him in his car with an empty bottle of Vodka, and let his embassy decide what to do with him.”
Peacock heard Polaris shouting instructions as he disconnected audio. Martin must die for his treachery. She would make sure he did.
“Sorry, sweetheart,” she said, to the corpse in the room as she left. “Today wasn’t your day.”



 
chapter 17
 
“I miss you,” Peacock said, as she rode in a black stretch limousine to the Bristol Hotel.
“I miss you, too,” Pendleton answered. “Are we still on for watching the election results come in?”
“Well, there’s a how do you do.” She feigned a sniffle. “I don’t care much about the election. I thought I’d let you shag me in every room in my house.”
“You talk like a tart, and I love it. Having our time together is number one. It’s just that there’s a jolly good fortune riding on the outcome of this election. Humor me for one evening out of six.”
“Then bring me something special to make up for the lack of attention.”
“Like what?’
“Something I’d never buy for myself. Surprise me with an early Christmas present.”
“I will,” Pendleton promised.
“I’m looking forward to you staying at my place. You’ll love Bethesda.”
“I love you,” he said and hung up. 
While Felicia tended to Room 1515, Peacock checked into the Bristol Hotel.
“This time,” Polaris said. “We have agents in Room 1541 across from Martin. Your room is next to his. Hotel management didn’t like us forcing out guests. But we made them an offer they were happy to accept.”
“Does Ursa have an endless supply of money?” she asked.
“Our operation costs are hidden in the Homeland Security and Defense Budgets to the tune of twelve billion dollars,” Polaris replied. “We’ve never spent near that much.”
The limousine pulled up in front of the Bristol. Her check-in had been prearranged. Peacock grabbed her key and headed up to her room. She went straight into the bathroom to check her makeup. Brown contacts, a hair extension, and a different shade of blush altered her appearance enough to allow her to pass for someone else long enough to do her job.
She leaned her ear against the wall adjoining Martin’s room. No sounds registered.
“Who’s next door to me in Room 1546?” she asked.
“One moment,” Polaris said. “Both 1546 and 1542 are registered to a T. J. Little.”
All her defense mechanisms flashed red. “Little is too close to Lytle for my liking. Call that room and see who answers.”
She waited for a response. “Polaris?”
“One moment, again” he said. “I’m fast, but these things take time. Okay, there’s trouble ahead. We snaked an optical wire into Martin’s room and the one next to his. Carna activated them. Martin’s not in his room. Martin’s not even here. There are four nasty looking types in Room 1546 and a man putting on a brown suit in Room 1542.”
“Does he have blue eyes?”
“Carna, focus in.” Polaris said. “Yes, indeed.”
“That’s Lytle. They were going to take Daphne, extract the information, and then kill her most likely.” Peacock inhaled an uneasy breath of air. “I’m sure she would have died a horrible death judging from what Lytle was going to do to me the last time we met.”
Peacock glanced at the alarm clock next to the bed – eight forty a.m. “We’ve only twenty minutes to decide on an action plan.”
A scraping noise interrupted her train of thought. She looked up to see a thin wire being pulled back through the air vent. 
“Damn it. I’ve been spotted,” she gasped. “They’ve set a trap and ran their own optical line.”
“Leave,” Polaris screamed.
Too late, the door to adjoining Room 1546 burst open, slamming against the wall of her room. She flung a star wheel but the first man through somersaulted into the room and came up swinging. He hit her square on the jaw as she injected her switchblade into his groin and cut upward.
Dazed, she attempted to block the blows being thrown at her. Two men knocked her off her feet. She tripped one and cracked his head on the television stand next to the wall. The other landed on top of her, hands around her throat, squeezing the life out of her. She gasped for air, trying to maintain consciousness. Her throat involuntarily convulsed.
She totally relaxed her hand grasping for the mace in her purse lying next to her. A pain shot into her larynx, as she grabbed the mace. She sprayed wildly catching the corner of her attacker’s eye and pushed him back off her. Struggling to her feet, she grasped for her gun. Reaching it, she fired killing the man who had choked her and the other man she’d flung to the floor.
She couldn’t breathe.
I’ll see you soon, little brother.
Then everything faded to black. 
#
Pendleton dialed the Prime Minister’s private line from his New York office and fiddled with his tie while he waited for Claymore to finish other business.
“Madam Prime Minister,” he said when he had her attention. “The matter with Holman is settled. He voted to support the Stromiehre project.”
“Good. What about voting against Monroe?”
Her tone irritated him. He’d soon have more power than she would. But he endured for now. “Martin is still working on Holman, but regardless, I want Reed to begin preparations for assassinating Monroe in case Martin fails.”
“Permission granted. Have you had a chance to talk to Professor Cline?”
“Our code specialist for missile launching is sitting in my outer office as we speak.”
A strange silence greeted his ears. “Madam, are you still on the line?”
“Sorry, I’m struggling with how to phrase this.” She cleared her throat. “I must confess I’m worried about you.”
“How so?”
“This marriage of yours seems to have developed too fast for my comfort level. Don’t get me wrong. She’s a pleasant enough girl, but I don’t want you hurt.”
Pendleton frowned. His mum loved Lovey now that they’d met. Grace had no right to speak out against her. “Trust my instincts, Madam. I married the best.”
“I’ll wait for your call on Cline.”
Pendleton hung up. He couldn’t dwell on her comments about Lovey further. Cline’s allegiance and loyalty must be to him, not MI6, and not Throgmorton. Cline had to be his primary focus. If Pendleton could tap into the man’s real motivation for betraying his country, he could control Cline.
Pendleton stepped up to the one-way mirror and looked out into his waiting area. Cline was leisurely strolling around touching lamps, admiring pictures, and running his hands over the tabletops.
This curly haired thirty-two year old had a cocky air about him. His glasses, trousers, and shoes were outdated and poorly kept. Not your G.Q. type. Pendleton had seen enough.
He opened his office door and extended his hand. “Good to meet you, Thad, old boy. I’ve heard so much about you.”
“Until I landed in New York, I hadn’t heard anything about you.” Cline sauntered past Pendleton as haughty as you please. Pendleton mulled over how to control Cline’s ego.
“Let’s you and I come to an agreement.” Pendleton shut his office door. “Whether you become a very rich man or a body floating in the Hudson River depends on me. Do you understand?”
Cline didn’t look at Pendleton. Rather, he scanned Pendleton’s office with a boyish interest. “Yes, I understand. And, yes, I’ll cooperate. It would have been blasted inconvenient trying to find my way around New York by myself. Thanks for sending a limousine.”
Cline sat down at the coffee table. Pendleton sat across from him. 
“Let me review my notes on you.”
Cline’s head bobbed around taking in his surroundings with obvious awe. 
“You graduated from MIT at age eighteen and received your PhD in Mathematics at the age of twenty-two.”
“Yes, and don’t forget my PhD in Theoretical Physics,” Cline said, looking at Pendleton directly for the first time. “Now I’m thirty-two and being bled for my abilities without the appropriate recognition.”
“But you head the coding program for the U.S. spaced-based missile program. That’s amazing for a thirty-two year old.”
This bushy-haired nerd with thick sandy hair seemed all about being praised. Didn’t he consider his stature within the program as recognition?
“I live for my work, and I work twelve hour days. No time left for night life or meeting Miss Right-for-the-night.”
“I don’t have the knowledge to understand what you do,” Pendleton said. “But I want to understand why you’re helping MI6.”
Cline chuckled. “No one understands what I do, except a very intelligent computer that helps me do it.” His baby skin-smooth face and hazel eyes made him look younger than he was. “Why I’m helping MI6 is my own business.”
“If I’m going to cater to you, your motive is my business,” Pendleton snapped. “All you’ve asked for so far has been a time share in Las Vegas and spending money while you’re there.”
Pendleton’s face heated. “I can do more for you. But I need results, and I need to know your motivation.”
Cline sprawled out where he sat. “You will do more for me. You need me.”
Pendleton slammed the coffee table. “No, Professor Cline, you need me. You’ve already accepted favors for information. Don’t you think your treachery is documented? Once you enter the world of espionage, you’re committed. Would you rather have your life in the hands of undercover agents, or me? Quite honestly, I’m the only one who you can trust to protect you.”
A serious quiver shook Cline’s body. He sat up straight. “My life has been study and work. I want to enjoy myself. I want my work publically recognized. The U.S. government will not credit my talent. So when I was approached by someone who appreciated what I’ve done, I agreed.”
For the next five minutes, Professor Cline related the perceived injustices he’d suffered as a government employee who was unloved and under-rewarded. Pendleton recorded every word.
When Cline finished, Pendleton said, “History is written by the victorious. If we are victorious, you’ll receive recognition beyond your comprehension. The only things I require of you are that you apply your capabilities beyond the limits you have previously been used to, and that you make all your requests known to me and no one else.”
“And if I do that?”
“I’ll assure your safety. I’ll champion your contributions to our success, and I’ll fulfill your reasonable requests.”
Cline relaxed. “Agreed.”
“Good. Now, is there anything I can do for you?”
#
After Cline left, Pendleton called the prime minister back. “He turned out to have a different agenda than most, Madam Prime Minister. He’s a smart bugger. Money doesn’t interest him. He wants timeshares for vacations, expenses paid, fast cars, and female escorts. He wants more than one if you get my drift. He’s a total hedonist. And, he’s ours!”
“Very good, you’re doing the British Empire and the European Union a service beyond measure.”
“Thank you.”
“But Arthur, do be careful not to be misled. Your new wife seems to have captured your attention far too easily.”
She’d overstepped her bounds. “Grace, let me be blunt. Lovey is off limits. Attack me. Attack your political opponents. But an attack on her will result in severe consequences.”
“Are you threatening me?”
“I’m stating a fact that’s true for anyone who comes against my wife.”
He heard a deep sigh. Then Claymore said, “Keep me advised on Reed’s progress.”
Pendleton hung up. Face reddened by her words, he refused to believe there was an ounce of truth in them. He’d approached Lovey, not the other way around. Any attempt made by Claymore or anyone else—friend or foe—to question Lovey would meet with disastrous repercussions.
#
“She bloody went around me.” Throgmorton’s eyeballs stood out a fraction further from his face than normal as he stared at Pendleton.
“Keeping you in the dark makes perfect sense,” Pendleton said. “What if MI6 failed to find a Professor Cline, and you had knowledge of the attempt, you’d have something to hold over her. She’ll avoid that at all cost.”
Playing to Throgmorton’s ego now would benefit Pendleton in the end. Throgmorton could boast about procuring Cline. But Claymore already put out the word of Pendleton’s effort on behalf of MI6 and the Crown. Let Eric wear the jester’s garb for now.
“Maybe we can cut the bitch out altogether.” Throgmorton swiveled his leather armchair back and forth. He lowered his eyebrows and growled at Pendleton. “MI6 is not to handle the delivery of the money or the messages.”
A sneer graced his face. “We have the gold. We have the power.”
A quizzical look replaced the sneer. “Who do you think Claymore intends to use to go up against Iran?”
Pendleton already knew. Claymore had let that slip.
“Consider oil, location, and power. Iran pumps oil to Russia. The pipelines are already there. The European Union gives military secrets and money to Russia in exchange for oil and the future security of Europe.”
Hearing Pendleton’s words, Throgmorton’s countenance turned from a sour scowl to an evil sneer. “Do the proper arm-twisting according to our plan. Set up a meeting between Russian President Latovsky and us. Then our picture will be on the cover of Time Magazine next year.”
Pendleton smiled. One of their pictures would anyway.



 
Chapter 18
 
Flames engulfed her and the heat was unbearable. Screams from other passengers in the cars echoed in her ears. Then an arm touched her. She felt herself being dragged away from the inferno when a voice interrupted her dream.
“Peacock, come back to us.”
Ursa’s gentle words penetrated her consciousness. The last thing she remembered was riding in a limousine. She opened her eyes.
“Don’t try to speak.”
She focused in on his voice. Yes, Ursa was standing next to her hospital bed. She tried to swallow, but nothing moved in her throat and pain shot from her larynx into her brain.
“Our doctor says you’ll be able to speak normally in a couple of days.”
“What the hell happened?” she managed to squawk.
Ursa whispered something and Polaris’s voice answered in her head. “Our plan to capture or kill Martin failed. Lytle’s people planned for all eventualities.”
She nodded and the memory of hands around her neck flashed into her mind.
“Our backup team arrived before their cleanup team. We found your attackers dead. It seems you are a hard woman to kill, Peacock. Doctor Berk cleared your airway, or you would have died as well. We thought their agent had killed you.” Polaris paused. “I would have missed you.”
Peacock motioned to Ursa to hand her a pencil and pad. He obliged.
Two questions: Arthur arrives in twenty-five days. Will my face have healed by then? Is there any permanent deformity?
“All that is woman is vanity,” Ursa said. “True, your face looks like you were in a prize fight and lost. There’s no permanent damage. Your larynx may still be scratchy for a month. You suffered a small hematoma and some minor tearing. That’s all.”
Polaris’s quick action sending in the back-up team had saved her life. She wanted to thank him.
“Can I visit with Polaris in person?”
“Not allowed for security reasons.”
She didn’t understand. If she could meet with Ursa and Magnus, why couldn’t she meet with Polaris? Oh well, no one was going to give her the answer. Then the thought struck her. Pendleton’s Special Forces, The Sons of Tiw, almost killed her. So far, other than Pendleton, only Van Meer could associate her assignment name, Laverna Smythe, with the face of Laverna Smythe. So long as neither Pendleton nor Van Meer saw her in battle, her identity wasn’t compromised.
Ursa left and she stared anxiously around the room. Tubes ran into her right arm carrying fluids. A catheter carried fluids out. A sign on her chart said Liquids Only! She wanted to rip everything out, get up, and leave. But even moving her toes was difficult.
Her thoughts centered on her Arthur. Could she kill him? Not if directed to, she couldn’t. The only way she would was if he betrayed her. She hoped that would never happen. Instead, she thought, what protégés children of theirs would be. Both she and Pendleton had brilliant minds. As for appearance, their children would be the best of human quality. She longed to make that happen.
In her business, she fully understood her death could come at any moment. Now more than ever she wanted to give birth to Arthur’s child. Did she love him? She couldn’t answer that question. She thought of him every quiet moment. She craved to be with him and to feel safe in his arms. But she couldn’t say the word love. As long as she denied herself that feeling, Arthur wouldn’t die like all the others.
#
Hans Van Meer boarded the Chunnel train in Paris heading for London and a flight to the United States. His two-man team arrived ahead of him to procure the weapons they needed and then blend into the Virginia landscape. Once he was settled, Van Meer needed to select a place and time to blowup Marine One. Then his team would execute the plan.
Van Meer’s U.S. passport showed his name as Lloyd Barker. A condominium in Falls Church, Virginia was listed as his residence. His occupation was residential and commercial repair.
Van Meer flew first class from London to Washington National. He wore a turtleneck sweater to cover up the tattoo of a cobra on his left shoulder and lower neck, hence his old nickname, Viper. A close friend of Pendleton’s at the university, Van Meer joined MI6 as an operative for ten years, and then disappeared. He resurfaced after a six months absence as an associate of Thomas Reed’s.
Van Meer pulled out his research and sipped a gin and tonic. Forty-one pages of flight routes, aerial views of Washington D.C., Virginia, and Maryland mapped the entire area and possible flight paths for Marine One.
A no-fly zone corridor extended from the White House to Andrews. All non-essential aircraft were kept out of this area. Somewhere on the ground within that corridor, Van Meer would find the perfect spot from which his team would fire the missile.
Good of the government to keep other aircraft out of the sky, less chance that the infrared guidance system would become confused by another low flying object.
Reed rented two apartment units within a mile of Van Meer’s condominium. Van Meer’s partners, Morgan and Dunn, would live their separate lives and obtain part-time jobs, while putting together the plans.
Exactly eight miles as the crow flies separated his condo from the warehouse where the weapons would be stored, a twenty-one mile drive on the Capitol Beltway. As he pored over the material, he reasoned that the most obvious flight path took Marine One from the White House to west of the Capitol. From there the helicopter would turn over the Washington Naval Yard and hug the Potomac to the east of the U.S. Naval Station and Bolling Air Force Base.
Even with a helicopter flying at 2000 feet, there was no place to fire accurately along that route.
But as the helicopter turned back to the east, several possibilities arose. Coming across Henson Creek Park and into Andrews south of Camp Springs, Van Meer marked potential launch sites, several rooftops, and an open window on the third floor of a building, a site elevated and hidden from the general public view.
Maybe he would find a secluded spot near Old Auth Road or Branch Avenue to the northeast of the flight path, maybe somewhere along Brinkley Road or Temple Hills Road south of the Capitol Beltway. Once the firing location was chosen, Van Meer would record each and every takeoff from the West Lawn of the White House. Morgan would watch each landing at Andrews.
Van Meer disembarked at Washington National and showed his passport and identification. “Welcome back, Mr. Barker, did you enjoy your trip?”
“I love Paris in the summer. Yes, I had a delightful time.”
#
Stanley Morgan chatted constantly as he and Howard Dunn, Van Meer’s two advance men, approached the Yuma Proving Grounds. His dented 2011 Chevy Silverado 3500, 322 horsepower truck with a snap-down, tarp-covered bed handled the terrain with ease.
Alan Loomis, an agent for MI6, and secretly a Son of Tiw, had penetrated the U.S. Homeland Security team. From his position on Director Hayden Lawrence’s personal protection unit, Loomis had provided Morgan and Dunn with the truck. Loomis also obtained forged identification papers for Morgan and Dunn, showing them as officials of the United States Department of Homeland Security. These papers granted clearance to secure weaponry of the class they needed.
Reed didn’t tell Pendleton the details of his plans. He kept people, places, and the timing of events strictly to himself and members of his team. Pendleton didn’t want to know anyway. But Morgan reasoned that he and Dunn were viewed as high paid collateral damage by the big boys if this plan failed.
“God, this area is huge,” Morgan said. “So they simulate desert fighting out here, aye Howard.”
“Well, you really can’t call it a simulation. The place is a desert after all.”
Howard Dunn, a highly skilled guidance system expert, saved Morgan’s butt a time or two in Kosovo and Chad. “They blow up real objects with live munitions in this god awful heat.”
“Still a bloody big patch of earth, this desert is. We’ve been driving, what, twenty-five miles since passing Yuma?”
“Hang on now, the area’s larger than Rhode Island, but there’s our objective straightway north on Highway 95. What’s the sign say here?”
“Light Armored Vehicle Facility # 42.”
“Turn round there at the gate and remember to talk Yankee now,” Dunn said and let out a cackle.
Morgan bopped him on the arm. “I’m keepin’ my trap shut.” 
Morgan fired these type missiles in Kosovo years before. There was no one better in his own opinion. He’d handpicked Dunn to accompany him because of his talent and his ability to speak like a Yank.
As they pulled up to the checkpoint, the soldier at the gate stepped out. Standing over six feet tall in full military gear, he walked up to their truck and stuck out his hand. “Identification please.”
Dunn pulled out his papers. “We’re here to remove crates labeled ZT-101, ZT-102, and ZT-103.”
The soldier studied Dunn’s papers and then his own log. “Yes sir. I have you on the schedule. Please give me the code word for today, Mr. Jordan.”
“Laguna,” Dunn replied.
“And your drop off destination.”
“Armargosa Valley, Nevada Test Range.”
“Have you been here before?”
Dunn smiled. “I worked for four years at Blasdell Railhead Facility. We use to contract with you boys for security, easy detail.”
“Roger that, Sir,” the soldier said and glanced around. “Nothing happens here, unless, something does happen. Problems are rare. But we’re always prepared. Your crates are waiting on Loading Dock C, Warehouse 102. Have a nice day.”
“You too, soldier.”
Morgan breathed a sigh of relief. His New Zealand accent could have ruined an otherwise perfect day. They weren’t going to Nevada, at least not to stay. Dunn had some discount coupons at Sheri’s Ranch in Pahrump, and Morgan wanted a day of play before heading across country to Virginia and taking their time. Driving with ordinance in a vehicle wasn’t something to take lightly.
#
“I insist we bring Peacock in and implant the brainwave control unit.”
Doctor Kolb held a tiny device in her hand that connected into the communications implant inserted in Peacock’s brain. The size of a toothbrush fiber, the unit controlled impulses to the emotional and memory segments of the brain.
Simply put, emotions, memory, and reasoning functions could be manipulated by causing visceral constrictions in both the autonomic system activators and frontal lobes. Thereby, trained technicians could produce or reduce the intellectual or emotional responses desired.
“It’s too risky.”
The man she reported to remained seated at his desk in the shadows munching an almond bar. In the twenty years she’d worked for him, she never caught a clear glimpse of his face, which was covered with a black cloth facemask. No one but Ursa Minor and Hayden Lawrence, Director of Homeland Security, knew what Ursa Major looked like.
“We’ve narrowed the potential negative side effects to under twenty percent.”
He raised his hand. “So one of every five guinea pigs is either a zombie or dead, correct?”
“Her emotional responses toward Pendleton are growing daily. She’s bonding. Once that happens, Ursa won’t be able to control her.”
“But only where Pendleton is concerned, right?” Major asked. “She is flat-lined toward everybody else.”
“Yes.”
“I’m not tampering with our best agent based on that evidence alone. If she jeopardizes a mission or our trust, we’ll act.”
“Would locking your door and letting you have your way with me change your mind?”
“Tonight, Bea, I’ll cook.” He stood. “The answer is still no.”
Kolb stood as well. “You are making a mistake.”
“Did you tell that to Hitler in 1943?”
The jab caused her to grin. “I love your approach to foreplay.”
Ursa Major let out a gleeful shout and showed Kolb to the door, giving her a playful squeeze on her neck as she went.



 
Chapter 19
 
Day 582
Peacock cast her vote in the presidential election. She voted early at the ballot box in Maryland, as Laverna Smythe. Her husband slept late. She’d tell Pendleton she’d voted for the Democrat, Russell. She’d lie.
She’d been with her husband at her estate in Maryland for four days. The last two days, all Pendleton could talk about was defeating Monroe. She played along by agreeing with him that Monroe was a rascal. Weren’t all politicians?
Pendleton hadn’t lost his enthusiasm for sex regardless of the subject of conversation. She enjoyed his attention as he satisfied her ego and her body. Their arrangement had worked out wonderfully. They were two egotists self-absorbed together. Oddly, she felt normal being married to Arthur Pendleton. Several hours could pass and seem like only a few minutes. Talking with him stimulated her mind.
Regardless, and most important, Pendleton talked openly on his cell to his associates with her present. Only twice in four days did he ask her to leave the room for her own protection, adding that knowing certain things could put her in danger.
She’d acclimated to her mansion quite well, and after voting this morning, she stood on the third floor balcony looking out at the Potomac, reasoning that she couldn’t have designed a more perfect world for herself.
She’d worked at the Emerald in Room 1515 both Friday and Monday since Pendleton arrived. But today she was totally at his disposal. She walked back into their bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed next to her sleeping husband.
“I’ve been up, voted, and driven back. Are you hungry for breakfast, my love?”
He rolled over and pulled her close to him. “I’m hungry for you.”
Lucky her outfit was easily discarded.
Afterward she rubbed his back. He hummed tunes from the English Highlands to her, melodies of Celtic origins speaking of limestone, gritstone, sheep, and young lasses.
“I never dreamt as a boy I’d see wealth like this.”
“Really? But you amassed a fortune.”
“Yes. But your place larges it a bit. I thought Balmoral to be posh. But an elevator running three stories blows the mind.”
He said the words in jest, of course. So she baited him. “Are you not worth royal treatment?”
Pendleton propped up on his elbows. “One day, if I have my way of things, you and I will live in a more modest home to show the world our cloth. The home of a maintenance man will be two steps up from what he can afford now, but three steps down from ours.” he playfully patted her behind, “Until then, royal treatment it is.”
Pendleton, still naked, sat up and grasped her hand.
She blushed, not understanding why. Something about Arthur showed an innocence that surprised her. A powerful money-broker and world leader, yet he possessed a quality of vulnerability that made him so desirable.
“I’ve fallen hopelessly in love with you,” Pendleton said. “If you’re ever unfaithful, don’t tell me. As for me, I’m satisfied to be faithful to you.”
“Lie to him,” Polaris said, always quick to keep her from stumbling.
“I feel the same way,” she said.
She realized she did. Yes, her loyalty to the Herculeans required her to be unfaithful. If she didn’t have that obligation, she would be his alone. Saying she felt the same way wasn’t a lie.
“I need you to accompany me to Germany in January for the signing of the Stromiehre deal. And thank you for allowing Mr. Martin into Room 1515.”
Talk about souring her mood. Thinking about Daphne’s death and the botched attack plan made her sick. But she responded with a kind, “You’re welcome, Darling.”
“Now how about breakfast?” he asked.
“I’ll ring the kitchen,” she replied. “Will I see you at Christmas?”
“We’ll talk about Christmas after tonight’s vote count.”
#
Peacock comprehended the negative impact the Independent Conservative Party would have on the election. But she didn’t understand all the reasons, and she didn’t voice her lack of knowledge to either Ursa or Pendleton. Both men talked to her about this dreaded third party on many occasions. Both feared the consequences. But she didn’t understand why.
By 3:00 a.m., she could barely keep her eyes open. “You should be happy, Arthur. Russell won.”
Pendleton’s shirt was sweated through. His eyes were bloodshot. He’d been lying on the living room couch, on his cell phone, shouting at someone only a few minutes before.
“No, Lovey, don’t you understand. No one won.” He threw his notepad across the room. “To become president, a candidate needs 270 Electoral College votes. Russell only has 215. Granted he has more than the other two running, but he doesn’t have enough votes to win outright.”
“So what happens now?”
She’d slept for a while earlier in the night and hoped to sleep a lot more.
“Time will pass irritatingly slow.” He pulled her close and let her rest her head against his chest. “The good news is Vice President Edmunds will be reelected again by the Senate. In the House, it’s a sticky wicket. As it stands now, Russell has won twenty-four states to Monroe’s seventeen. The ICP won nine states. If all of the ICP states vote Monroe’s way, he becomes president again. Seven of the nine are in Monroe’s pocket.”
“How can I help?” she asked.
 “Pray! Everything rests on two states with only one congressman each, Holman of New Hampshire and Keith of Vermont. If I can get them to vote for Russell, life will be so much easier.”
Peacock fumed at the name of Holman. She didn’t know Keith. He never came to Room 1515. He must be a nice family man. She decided she liked him. At least now, she understood all the fuss over this third party.
In the midst of her stewing, Rigel spoke to her. “After Pendleton leaves tomorrow, Ursa wants to see you.”
“Affirmative,” she whispered as Pendleton finished his calculations and stretched.
“We’ve had a long night. I’m off first thing tomorrow afternoon. Let’s turn in.”
“Politics is too stuffy for me. I’ll leave the worrying to you.” She kissed him, and he hugged her as they moved to the elevator. He didn’t leave a space between them all the way to their room. Normally she wouldn’t stand for anyone rubbing her as she walked. But for some reason she enjoyed the feel of him against her. She enjoyed it immensely.
“Decided about Christmas yet?” she asked.
He opened their bedroom door and pointed to the bed. On the bed was a folder. She pulled out a set of documents and some brochures.
“Arthur! You bought an island?”
“Only twenty-seven million euros, Isla De Sa Ferradura is right off the coast of Spain. The property comes with a mansion and everything your heart could desire.”
“I can’t believe this.”
“Believe it,” he said and squeezed her tight. “The only way onto the island from Ibiza is a muddy, worn road. We have fourteen acres of paradise. I bought everything, including the staff and the services.”
“Is this why you were commenting on the opulence of my home?”
“Exactly, I can’t compete as homes go. But add an island, and my gift stands out.”
Peacock’s eyes moistened. What was happening to her? She never remembered celebrating Christmas. Her parents said Christmas should be lived every day with the same gratitude. No one day was more special than another.
“I’ll love celebrating Christmas with you.”
#
No sooner did Pendleton disappear through the security gates at Washington National, when Peacock made straightway for Ursa’s Washington office. Riding in the cab, her mind flooded with ideas. First, she longed to kill Martin in some insidious way. The asshole deserved no mercy. Martin’s death would send a message to Holman that he was playing a dangerous game.
Second, she needed to understand all the political intrigue going on. If she was to appear with Pendleton at the awarding of the Stromiehre contract, she had to be knowledgeable of the issues and not appear ignorant. She needed a quick study of the political infighting that made this contract a big deal.
 Unfortunately, her past life kept popping into her mind and bothering her concentration. Little incidents of no significance triggered the thoughts and appeared out of nowhere. Playing hopscotch with her friends and laughing was the latest memory she had to deal with. She needed to be constantly working. When she wasn’t working, boredom was her nemesis. She needed other assignments.
The cab stopped at Seventeenth and F Street. Peacock rushed up the stairs of the new H.L.S. Building’s west side and took the elevator to Ursa’s office. On the fourth floor, she used the ladies room and freshened up. Then she walked into Ursa’s outer office. He greeted her from behind his receptionist’s desk.
“Everybody, I mean everybody out of the office,” he said, speaking into the intercom. Then he said. “Polaris, take an hour break.”
“Roger that,” Polaris said from within her head.
“I must be special to receive this treatment.”
“This conversation is between you and me.” Ursa stood and motioned her into his office. “You know Hans Van Meer.”
“Yes, Arthur’s best man. Why?”
“Ever read the cartoon, Spy versus Spy?”
“You mean those triangle-faced, black and white guys in Mad Magazine.”
Ursa nodded. “Yes. We have a serious version of Spy versus Spy going on as we speak. The C.I.A placed agents inside MI6. MI6 embedded agents inside the CIA. Now we find out a Son of Tiw has penetrated Homeland Security. We don’t know who he is. We don’t know where he is.”
Ursa paced behind his desk, and Peacock sat down in a comfortable chair. “You’re going to be busy,” Ursa said. “Van Meer is in this country to carry out an assassination attempt against Monroe.”
“How do you know?”
“Irrelevant. I want you to find out what Van Meer’s plans are.”
“By when?”
“As soon as possible, if Monroe wins the House vote in January, a strike against him will be eminent.”
“I’ve vowed to kill Martin.” She got up. No point getting comfortable. She stepped away from Ursa assessing the timetable. “I’m to be in Germany with Arthur for the Stromiehre signing, around the same time as the House runoff. I’ll kill Martin before I leave.”
Peacock tested her implant listening for any sign that Polaris might still be connected.
“Polaris has signed off. Trust me.”
“Yes, of course.”
“I’ll tell you why he’s not listening. Your scans have shown an increased level of excitement when you’re with, or talking about, Arthur Pendleton.”
My scans?
Apparently, that implant was more than a communications device. “Yes, of course they would. He is an excellent choice for me, sexually I mean.”
“You don’t react to anyone else that way. Polaris gets a few jumps on your emotional bubble, but only in playful moments.”
“And you, Ursa, how do I react to you?”
“As you should, with obedience and respect.”
Peacock evaluated Ursa’s concerns. He hit a sore spot in her psyche. Ursa had more to worry about than he knew. Peacock adored her Arthur. “I have a minor question. Will there ever come a time when you permanently remove the implant?”
Ursa chuckled. “Not while you’re alive. Frankly, I’m concerned about you. These emotional readings where Pendleton is concerned could compromise your position with Hercules.”
“Are you questioning my loyalty?”
“Intellectually and consciously, no, I question what might be lurking in your subconscious.” He sighed. “What might happen in a split second of indecision? It’s your death if you hesitate and all of us love you.”
She ran the logic of his statement against the facts of her past before the accident that killed everyone she loved.
“My code of loyalty supersedes any emotion I will ever feel, if I ever learn to feel emotions again. I will admit, however, that the sexual attraction and power of the man intrigues me.”
“We’ve been surprised. Pendleton seems to love you very much.”
“I’m not surprised. I can have the heart of any man I choose. Your putting me with Pendleton was ingenious.”
“Of course,” Ursa replied. “While you’re in Europe, I have a third assignment for you. I need you to go through Pendleton’s briefcase, his wallet, and his suitcases. Photograph and send every piece of information you find. Polaris, Vega, and Rigel will help you.”
“Not a problem.”
“In any case, you have my permission to kill Martin. But this is an order. You need to push Pendleton from his pedestal. Work the Lagoon Room all week next week. Pick whoever suits you. Invite them to your room. Enjoy the pleasures of being uninhibited. Then we’ll concentrate on killing Martin and finding Van Meer.”
That directive would have been no problem before Pendleton came into her life. The very fact that she revolted at the idea now told her Ursa was right on with his previous conclusions. Another plan was playing in her mind. Still in the muddling stages, Ursa’s directive pushed it to the forefront.
“Fine,” she said. “The relaxation will hone my skills.”



 
Chapter 20
 
Arthur Pendleton took notice of every detail from the cold reception Throgmorton received at the Kremlin. The guards at the doors stood stiff and straight. But the real tension came from the glares being fired between the hosts and his boss. Throgmorton lounged back in his chair as he sat next to Pendleton in a small room in the State Kremlin Palace—a sparse room considering the power of those present.
The colors of the Russian flag in the room were vivid, as well as irritating. Although there was no official meaning to these colors, history suggested the blue was for the Tsar or valor, the red for the people or loyalty, and the white for God or peace.
Russian President Serge Latovsky drummed his thick fingers on the table. Slightly balding, Latovsky combed his hair forward to cover his forehead. A graying mustache graced his upper lip. He stared across the table at Throgmorton with piercing slate-blue eyes. Mid-morning had arrived in Moscow. In America, the Electoral College would cast votes today with the outcome already pre-determined.
“Getting right to the point,” Latovsky said. “I’m only few months away from pulling four of our brother states back under our military’s control.”
He stopped drumming his fingers and folded his arms across his chest. “They’re fearful of the radical Islamic world. Georgia’s almost bankrupt. But Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan are goldmines. With them under our military protection, we have friendly roads to go through if I attack Iran and then Iraq.”
He lowered his eyebrows and rubbed his hands together. “But will take money, yes? So what do you want in return for finances you bring me?”
“We want a larger share, at least half, and more like seventy percent of the oil you pump through the Belarus pipelines.” Throgmorton looked straight at Latovsky. Pendleton had seen Throgmorton in negotiations before. Assume power, if not challenged, you have power. Throgmorton had mastered that strategy. “Iranian oil will flow to Europe through you, Serge.”
“So, I cut off that oil if I get upset with you.” Serge chuckled.
“Only if you want to face bankruptcy,” Throgmorton snapped. “Remember, we control the oil prices. For that matter, we control the Vodka prices as well.”
Throgmorton sat up straight, eyes still focused on Latovsky, legs firmly planted. “We want Iran neutralized. We thought the Americans would help. We don’t need them if you’re willing. We also want Israel neutralized. You will do both.”
The whole tone of the conversation smacked of male machismo. Shortcutting Claymore by going straight to Latovsky was the right thing to do. But Throgmorton’s attitude bothered Pendleton.
Throgmorton cracked his knuckles. “Meanwhile, the European Union will commit to two things to clear your way. First, we’ll influence the U.N. to approve and support your actions in attacking Iran and Iraq. Second, we’ll give you access to Israel through Syria and Jordan, by convincing them to cooperate.”
“Radical Islam is the enemy of all three key players, Mother Russia, the European Union, and the Israelis,” Latovsky said. He’d voiced this opinion before in a speech to the United Nations.
“I want all Iranian oil to flow into Belarus pipeline.” He pounded his fist against the arm of his chair. “I want our rogue states peacefully reunited with Russia. But that will take time.”
Now is the time to dangle the carrot, Pendleton thought. He didn’t wait for Throgmorton to speak. “I want your people to talk to this man in MI6.”
Pendleton handed Latovsky a name written on a slip of paper. “We do need the United States, but not in the way you might think. The U.S. completed the programming to convert the space-based Star Wars system to full offensive strike capability.”
“What!”
“Yes, with operational weapons systems and global defense network tie-ins.” Britain prided itself in its scientific capabilities, but this achievement by the U.S. even amazed Pendleton. “The interesting thing about systems like these is you don’t have to pay the cost of deploying them to use them. You only have to be able to operate them remotely.”
Latovsky paled, while Pendleton locked his new partner into the trap. He pointed to the piece of paper. “This man in MI6 will be your contact. He’ll help you use the programming when the time is right.”
Latovsky widened his eyes. “You can do this for me?”
Throgmorton butted in. “No, we’re doing it for us. You’re not getting the programming, Serge. MI6 is getting the programming with my money.”
Pendleton remained silent. Throgmorton took the credit again. Fury grew inside Pendleton. He made a decision. Throgmorton had to go. Now!
“I purchased this interesting, greedy mind inside the U.S. Space Command and Control Complex.” Throgmorton rocked back in his chair. “He’ll help us with the remote access. This man will give our people the code of operation for the programming sequences the hour you have my approval to use it. At which time, E.U. scientists and your scientists will fire missiles at pre-determined targets inside Iran and the rest will fall to you. Your MI6 contact will keep you advised.”
“But America will know the instant missiles are accessed.”
“True, but they’ll only have ten to fifteen seconds to stop it.”
“Are you considering attacking America?” Latovsky’s jaw dropped.
“No,” Throgmorton laughed. “You’ll use their missiles to attack Iran and America’s ally, Israel.”
The Russian President grinned. “So when I’m ready, Russian Army sweeps past Iran’s borders in two waves, one toward Tehran and the other toward Tel Aviv. When Israel sees America aim and fire weaponry at them, they’ll crumble. What is left of them will beg for peace.”
Throgmorton’s face brightened. “The more laughable situation will be America’s President trying to explain. I can hear it now. ‘I didn’t do it? And I don’t know who did.’ That will sound strange after you take to the airways and thank him for his support.”
“You are insane.” Latovsky sucked in his cheeks, making a popping sound when he released them. 
“Yes, but brilliant. Don’t you think?” Throgmorton stood, let out a tiny belch, and pointed his finger at the Russian President. “Still, the process will take between two and four years to learn to reconstruct and use the software. Then we build the communications equipment to connect with the space-based missile bank and make our device operational. It’s not foolproof. But worth the effort.”
“Does your association with Stromiehre technology have anything to do with this?”
Throgmorton said nothing. For which, Pendleton was relieved.
“You’re sure the United Nations will back the whole thing?”
“We need the Middle East problem resolved.” Pendleton believed this in the depths of his soul. “Prime Minister Claymore will clear the way for you.”
“Ah, you don’t bloody need her,” Throgmorton grumbled.
“Also,” Pendleton went on. “If the major combatants fall in massive numbers, and their holy places are struck and held hostage to further attacks. They’ll surrender to preserve their heritage. We’ll put an end to all the bickering.”
“Have you considered China in all this?” Latovsky drummed his fingers again.
Latovsky was a pawn. If he succeeded in destroying the backbone of Iran and Israel, Pendleton would own him and he’d prosper. If not, he’d be so weakened who would care. If China did attack him, Pendleton would come to his aid, but maybe not quite soon enough.
Pendleton smiled. “We’ll give assurances to China.”
Latovsky nodded and the meeting ended.
#
Onboard his private jet winging toward London, Pendleton seethed inside. Throgmorton finished his fourth martini, burped aloud, and said, “To control the minds of the people, Arthur, you must control those places and things that they revere.”
Pendleton sipped his tea and thought. Let the old bugger get arse-over-tit from the vodka.
“Some love money. Some love bloody security. Others love pagan pleasures. Hook each on what he really loves. Then there are the religious. The religious love Jerusalem for better or worse.”
Pendleton poured his mentor a fifth martini, dropped in an olive and a splash of 150 mg’s concentrated nicotine, and stirred it slowly left to right. Then he gave it to Throgmorton.
“In Jerusalem,” Throgmorton said as he downed his martini. “All three major religions and their followers have their hearts. They’re jealous to have and hold Jerusalem. If we hold Jerusalem, we control them. Play ball with us, and you have access. Don’t play ball. We destroy your holy places right before your eyes. Then the E.U. owns the power, and the W.F.C. owns the E.U.”
With that, he broke out in a sweat. The glass slipped out of his hand and fell to the floor. He tried to speak but only air hissed out of his mouth. His eyes rolled back in his head.
Pendleton hummed, “God Save the Queen.”
He called Claymore. “The prong you wished to stick in my revered mentor has been appropriately stuck.”
“My people will be at the airport with MI6 personnel. The assessment will be that Throgmorton died of a heart attack.”
Pendleton hung up. World domination could be reached in less than a decade. Throgmorton’s words after the W.F.C.’s meeting with Reed rang in Pendleton’s head. “Don’t get sick.”
“You didn’t have the vision to lead the world into an enlightened age,” Pendleton whispered to his old mentor.
He, on the other hand, very well might be able to. He might even persuade China to join him for the good of mankind. Throgmorton had lost focus. But now, Pendleton had no need to remind him.
“Sorry, old chap,” Pendleton said.
A very dead Throgmorton didn’t respond.



 
Chapter 21
 
Isla De Sa Ferradura’s lights twinkled bright in reds and greens. Peacock saw the words ‘Welcome Mrs. Pendleton’ spelled out near the helicopter pad as she and Arthur approached the island.
“Pull your sweater tight,” Pendleton said. “Temperatures at night can drop below forty Fahrenheit.”
She nuzzled his shoulder, lost in the warmth of his smile.
The ride up to Hacienda del Laverna revealed nothing about the island except its rugged landscape. But as she entered the building, her mouth fell open. “Did you redecorate this?”
He smiled. “I had a spare hour with an architect and an interior designer. They suggested. I approved.”
The suites, dining and lounging areas, and especially the massive kitchen, paled in opulence anything she’d seen before. Their suite spanned two floors and 3,500 square feet. Every room accented a different spectrum of rainbow colors offset by cream walls.
She’d rested for a week in preparation. Her hair, nails, and skin, had been worked over by the best professional she could find. Her hands shook at the prospect that this week with her Arthur would fulfill both their dreams.
#
Living with Pendleton permanently would not be a good thing, Peacock thought. She was up at dawn, five in the morning to be exact. He slept until seven. Bored, she ascended the staircase to the upper level and opened the drapes covering the full-wall glass windows. From her perch, she could see two waterfalls. The green plants and well-attended landscape showed decorative skill and knowledge of the climate. She didn’t see one plant in trouble.
As she turned to go back downstairs, a truck rocked up the entryway and pulled to a stop in front of the greenhouse. She had to look a second time to satisfy herself. In the back of the truck was a tree about thirty feet long and still in its root ball. Three men ran to a circular garden, one of three she could see from the window. They began digging away in the already well-prepared soil.
A Christmas tree?
If this was a Christmas tree, it was the strangest Christmas tree she’d ever seen.
“It’s a Eucalyptus tree from Tasmania,” Pendleton said, gently touching her shoulders. “This species will top off at over a hundred and twenty feet.”
“Arthur, the tree is beautiful.”
“All the more beautiful when it’s decorated. Christmas is two days hence, and tomorrow night we’ll worship at a Christmas vigil and sing carols under it.”
“You’re making me go to church?”
“No. I’m bringing church to us. It’s Christmas, the birth of Jesus.” He massaged her shoulder, his fingers easing the tension in her neck. “Whatever else I am I’m a believer in God first.”
She managed a thin smile. She’d heard those words from her father. What good did the words do him?
By nine in the morning, the Hacienda buzzed as people scurried about cleaning, making coffee, and running to do Pendleton’s bidding. Peacock followed him around making casual comments as he raced from room to room shouting orders. Into a computer room he hustled with Peacock right behind him.
“Let me show you why our investments are sound, Darling.”
Pendleton logged on and explored all the international markets. Cell phone in hand, he talked for over an hour with corporate C.E.O.’s and members of his own W.F.C. To her surprise his conversations centered on oil and gold, not on stocks and bonds.
“Why do you tell whoever you’re talking with to ‘set the usual aside’?”
“I’ll ask you a question first.” Pendleton swiveled around in his chair. “What country has the most gold?”
“The United States, of course,” Peacock answered.
“Right you are. At one time, you Yanks held over three percent of all the gold ever mined.” Pendleton placed his hand on her knee. “Today, America’s gold can’t cover America’s debt.”
“He’s right,” Polaris said, jarring Peacock’s concentration. “Even at the inflated price of gold on the market, we owe more than its net worth.”
“Then every nation in the world must be in the same situation,” she said.
“Yes, but not every power group.” Pendleton’s smile wasn’t warm. The smile reflected a certain pride that disturbed her. “It’s too bad about Throgmorton’s death. He put in motion the strategy that will give the W.F.C. and me the winning position when all things shake out. And, of course, the United States will benefit. They don’t see that reality yet.”
“I don’t understand.”
“South Africa produces gold. But how much does South Africa keep? International corporations and individuals control the mining of gold, the marketing of gold, and setting its value. One of the W.F.C.’s closest partners, the World Gold Council, buys and holds gold. They set the values. We direct them. The gold producers are the Council.”
“You’re like a monopoly?”
“Indeed.” Pendleton turned off his computer and seemed to relish in bragging to Peacock about his triumphs. “There are three bullion vaults, one in New York, one in London, and one in Zurich. As nations fall into economic downturns, we bail them out at the cost of gold. The same is true with major gold producers.”
“So crooks outsmart crooks and the world suffers?”
“Oh Lovey, don’t be so cruel. One day the W.F.C.’s ability to leverage will save the world. Throgmorton taught me how to deal in buying a fraction of gold per transaction through manipulating crises.” He took both her hands in his and kissed them. “You must trust me. I have only good intentions for the outcome. Between the W.F.C., the World Gold Council, the International Monetary Fund run by the United Nations, and the gold accumulated by the E.U. countries, particularly Germany, we have combined control of thirty-two percent of all the mined gold in the world since mining began. The bars are in the bullion vaults. We have no debt.”
Peacock fumed inside when Pendleton talked this way. Even his reassurances made her uncomfortable.
“Let’s do something fun,” she said. “You scare me and this kind of economics is beyond me.”
“Ursa’s staff will analyze the information,” Polaris said. “But Pendleton told you the truth.”
Pendleton rose and walked her back out into the main hall. “I don’t mean to frighten you. But one day, you’ll rule with the power of the W.F.C. behind you. You’ll rule with me. That should brighten your day.”
But it doesn’t, she thought.
#
Within hours, the entire property glistened with Christmas. Peacock forgot her momentary discomfort with her husband. She convinced herself he was human, and his weakness was his dream of a one-world system. Besides, he was now devoting all his attention to her exclusively. The two strolled through the property, helping decorate when an extra hand was needed.
“This is all ours,” Pendleton said. “Yet I’d give it up in a second if you disapproved.”
“I don’t disapprove,” she said. “I’m happy, Arthur. I think I’m happier than I’ve ever been.”
“Sorry about boring you with finances,” he said. “I’ve cut all dealings off until the 26th. From here on out, my attention is all yours.”
Her mind raced with thoughts of seduction. Ursa’s plan for her to revel at the Embassy Hotel had the reverse effect. Although her ego received ample stroking, she realized even more how much she longed for Pendleton. Right now, all her body signs indicated the time was perfect for conception. She’d stopped her birth control and planned to make love to him in every bedroom in the Hacienda, or wherever he wanted on this fourteen-acre island.
Did happiness equate to love? She couldn’t understand the concepts. But she did understand she felt safe and warm with this man. For someone who lived in the moment, feeling warm and safe was priceless. She blocked any thoughts about consequences out of her mind.
That night after all the celebrations ended and his employees received their Christmas bonuses, Peacock bedded her husband giving him all she was. Exhausted, but talkative Pendleton dreamt aloud to her.
“Imagine Lovey, a world where individual achievement for the sake of advancing mankind was the gold standard for every person. Every job would have that goal as its purpose. There would be no hunger, because food distribution worldwide would make hunger a thing of the past. The quest for knowledge and self-improvement would give true equal opportunity for all.”
“You said once, our house would be three steps above the average workman, and his would be two steps above what he has now. How are you going to make that happen?”
Pendleton beamed ear-to-ear. “Today we pursue things—cars and home ownership. In my world, those items would be irrelevant. Everyone would have them free-of-charge. The quality of an individual’s home might vary a bit between a truck driver and an astrophysicist. But the variance will be more in room size and view than in quality of life. To improve the environment we’ll build our living communities up instead of out.”
“I can’t even fathom that world.” Peacock licked his chest hairs.
“A Global Realm is not that far off. Already the plans have been made—blueprints if you will. The distribution and logistics have been worked out. The power to implement and control them worldwide is all that’s missing.”
“But a Global Realm sounds dictatorial to me.”
“Yes, Democracy breeds mediocrity. The attempt to satisfy everybody leads to satisfying no one. One enlightened leader with unlimited power could create change for the greater good faster and at a higher standard of excellence than a Democracy ever could.”
“You believe you’re doing all this for God. Isn’t Jesus supposed to be the one who rules and reigns?”
“Ah yes, Lovey, He is. If He returns before I put my plans in place, I’ll be glad to turn the planet over to Him.” Pendleton rolled close to her and whispered. “I believe He wants humanity to show Him they can live in peace, before He returns.”
Why she felt uneasy about Pendleton’s beliefs bothered her. She reminded herself that if there was a God, He didn’t like her.
#
Day 601
Peacock strapped herself into a gorgeous silver auto at the Richmond International Speedway. She’d earn the right to drive this car. These wheels would be hers to use for herself and Hercules’ benefit.
“Be very careful when accelerating in the SSC Ultimate Aero,” Magnus said, leaning in the car window. “Take her around for four or five laps to get a feel for her.”
“Explain the toys first.” She planted a kiss atop his head.
“Hum, yes of course.” Magnus raced around and jumped in on the passenger side. “Start this baby up.”
Power vibrated through her body. A rocket launch couldn’t have had the same impact. “The Aero maxes out at 260 miles per hour. Be careful braking at any speed over 170 miles per hour.”
She stared at him. “I’ll never go past 120.”
“Never make stupid statements,” he said. “The windows are bulletproof. The black button on the gearshift fires machine gun bullets.”
“You’re not going to tell me spikes protrude from the wheels to shred someone else’s tires. Are you?”
“You’ve read the manual.” Magnus leaned back and buckled up. “Hit it.”
Peacock floored the Aero and put the car through its maneuvers.
“This baby hums,” she screamed as she hit 130 miles per hour down the back straightaway. “Cornering is a problem.”
“Indeed so, extend the spikes and bump the drone car coming up on your left.”
She did as instructed blowing the drone’s tires into pieces, at the same time turning the Aero slightly to the right.
“Accelerate to 160 miles per hour.”
She did and her hands almost vibrated off the steering wheel.
“Slow and stop.”
Peacock brought the car around the mile track and pulled next to the drone still smoking from the impact it took when it hit the safer barrier.
“That was as good as sex,” she squealed.
“Nothing’s as good as sex,” Magnus replied. “At each corner you have to look ahead to where you want to end up.”
“So I look toward the next straightaway before I start my turn?”
Magnus crawled out of the car, and Peacock exited as well. “Martin is scheduled to be at the signing in Dusseldorf. At this point we must assume he doesn’t know you’re a Herculean since you helped him enter Room 1515.”
“Daphne paid with her life.”
“Daphne?”
“Forget it.”
“We need to know how much Pendleton knows about the assassination attempt on Monroe. Martin may be able to tell you.”
“Does Ursa have a plan to make that happen?”
Magnus shook his head. “There are too many variables. You’ll receive instructions real time. When you arrive in Frankfort am Main, your Aero will be parked in Section E5, Space 14.”
“But Arthur is meeting me in Frankfort.”
“Tell him you have a surprise for him and to have someone available to drive his rental back to Düsseldorf.”
She might have a surprise. But not the surprise Magnus meant. Two weeks after obeying Ursa’s instructions about the Lagoon Room, Peacock stopped taking her birth control pills. Her obligation to her boss fulfilled, she decided to fulfill a desire of her own. Since then she’d only been with her husband. Christmas time had worked perfectly into her cycle. She felt wonderful. Her husband wanted children. Maybe not so soon, but he wouldn’t be disappointed.
She’d missed a period.
#
Day 643
Peacock concentrated on the voice in her head. Polaris fed her information non-stop for over four hours. He covered the politics, the economics, and the science of the Stromiehre deal. She had to memorize the information. She wasn’t allowed to take a note. Nothing of what she knew about a mission could ever be put down in writing.
Her time at Hercules taught her how to store information, reactions, every happening in her life into separate compartments. She lived in the compartment in front of her, ignoring other thoughts.
Ursa’s instruction to go to the Lagoon Room and enjoy herself was a typical example. My moral compass told me I shouldn’t go, she thought. But her boss demanded it. Thinking about right and wrong sent her into a panic. Forced to do the wishes of Ursa, monitored in fact by her implant, her moral compass had to be locked away.
She learned to enjoy the moment. She fooled herself by thinking if she never entertained the same man a second time, her husband could maintain the unique privilege of being her steady lover. After all, Arthur Pendleton was treacherous even if she adored him. In fact, she hated herself afterward.
Throgmorton, his business mentor, was dead. Within Hercules, rumors flew that Pendleton murdered him. She believed the rumors. Then there was this man Thomas Reed, the man with a thousand aliases. The tasks in front of her were monumental. If she were normal, she might experience fear or doubts about her capabilities. But those emotions didn’t exist within her. Self-preservation, yes. Fear, no.
Hercules knew from a C.I.A agent implanted in MI6 that an attack against the president was eminent. That attack was being planned and executed by Reed and The Sons of Tiw. Pendleton’s friend, Van Meer was in the States as part of that plan. The man called Lytle, her personal nemesis, would show up again sometime. Her job was to find out where Van Meer and Lytle were and what they were scheming.
As she opened the door to her room at the Emerald, Ursa’s voice, not Polaris spoke to her. “A few minor last-minute instructions, when photographing documents, take the photo, send it to Hercules, and delete it before taking the next. That way . . .”
“I know. No actual photograph will be stored in my camera.”
“Correct. Don’t kill unless I instruct you.”
“Except for Martin.”
Ursa grumbled something under his breath.
“Do whatever you need to after you get every piece of information out of Martin. Understood?”
“Understood.”
“Lastly, be careful, Peacock. Everyone here is fond of you.”
“You tell me that all the time. Don’t worry about me. I’ll stack up the dead if I have to.”
“You’ll stack up the dead if I tell you to.”
#
Ursa hung up and turned to President Monroe. “Our esteemed Mrs. Pendleton is on her way to Europe.”
“Not esteemed enough to keep the Stromiehre deal from happening,” Monroe answered, the features of his Muskogee Creek Indian ancestry clearly visible. His square jaw, pronounced forehead, and dark eyes and hair gave him a distinguished appearance, likened to old Indian royalty.
“Not her fault,” Ursa said. “You have Holman to thank for that.”
“True, and thanks to her, we’ll win this runoff.”
Ursa grinned. He wouldn’t tell Peacock until after the vote that a deal had been struck. He needed her concentrating on the assignments in front of her. “Let’s dial up Holman and surprise him.”
“Hello, Mr. President, it’s an honor to hear from you.” Holman answered with the tone of a foot soldier awaiting instructions.
“Cut the formal crap, Hal. You’ve always called me Charlie.”
An audible stutter was followed by, “Charlie, I dread this upcoming vote. Edmunds threatened me over the holidays. He said he’d see to it New Hampshire would lose funds if I didn’t vote for Russell. Edmunds is in a position to kill my state.”
Monroe’s eyebrows furrow at the name Edmunds, a traitor in his own party.
“I have a gentleman in my office I think you need to talk to.”
Monroe pressed the speaker button.
“You don’t know me, Congressman. But I know you.”
“Who is this?”
“Satan would be a friendlier person to speak to right now.”
A swear word escape the Congressman’s lips. “Look, I’m forced to change my vote. I’ve told Charlie New Hampshire comes first.”
“Actually a million-five comes first,” Ursa said. “Doesn’t it?”
“What?”
“But you already have a million-five for your vote in committee on the Stromiehre deal. Isn’t that right?”
“How . . .?”
“By the way, I’ve counted eleven, shall we say, intimate encounters with a beautiful, unnamed, redhead.”
“Shit!”
The silence that followed tickled Ursa’s contrition buttons. “Charlie and I have a deal for you, so you can make amends.”
“I’m listening.” The words were delivered with a defeated monotone.
“You’re going to vote with the ICP states and elect Charlie president. You’re going to use your position on committee to prevent any further foreign subcontracting.”
Ursa paused long enough for Holman to respond.
“Okay, what will you do?”
Monroe leaned back in his chair and laughed. “Got ya nervous, hey Buddy?”
“Damn straight I’m nervous.”
“Oh, this is Washington politics as usual. You busted my balls. Now I’m paying you back.” Monroe looked at Ursa and smiled. “In the olden days, I’d have scalped you. But today, that wouldn’t be good politics.”
Monroe grabbed the piece of paper Ursa handed him.
“Your wife will never know about the redhead,” Monroe read. “The details of your money transactions will be kept between you and me, unless, you decide to go back on your word. So what do you say?”
“We have a deal. But I need you to help my state anyway you can. Edmunds will be furious.”
“Well, that’s all in the politics. Say ‘hi’ to Margaret for me,” Monroe said, as he hung up.
Ursa extended his hand. Monroe rose, shook it, and gave Ursa a bear hug. “Your agent, whoever she is, deserves a medal of distinction. Bring her to my office when she returns from Europe.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.”
#
The second of four days with Pendleton had come and gone. Peacock cuddled close to him as he slept soundly. Being Mrs. Pendleton was the only thing that existed for her in days one and two. But today her status would change. Her husband had told Martin about their marriage when Martin saw her at the Stromiehre signing. So he would go into private meetings the day before the U.S. House vote, and she would kill Philip Martin, slowly, very slowly. She’d avenge Daphne and the Herculean crew that died at Lytle’s hands.
The day before at the Stromiehre contract signing, she’d been bored. Even the U.S. Secretary of Commerce yawned as the pens passed between signers. Martin, however, had been gushy toward her. She had his confidence since she’d gained him entrance to Room 1515. He revealed his itinerary to her. A mistake he’d regret.
She glanced at the clock, 5:30 a.m. She’d only slept five hours. Enough for her, adrenalin would carry her through the day. Peacock rolled out of bed and grabbed a file labeled January 6th meeting. Pendleton didn’t stir. She slipped into the suites’ kitchen and started a big pot of coffee brewing. She took her camera-watch and Pendleton’s folder. Turning the pages with a napkin, she photographed a page, hit send, and then hit delete. After twelve such maneuvers, she closed the folder and set it back in his briefcase.
Rigel’s voice greeted her as she poured the coffee. “Twelve clear copies received.”
“Um hum.”
Peacock took a cup and carried coffee to her now half-grumbling, half-awake spouse. “Good morning darling. Six o’clock, your coffee’s waiting for you.” 
“Evilly well done.” Rigel laughed in her ear, then disconnected. 
Pendleton had pushed up on his elbows by the time she came back with her coffee loaded with cream and sugar. The aroma of French Roast in the morning tantalized her.
“How can you be so happy?” Pendleton asked. “You’re giggling before you go to sleep and cheery when you wake up.”
“Because you’re with me. I’m a bitch by myself.”
“So what are you going to do today with me away at meetings?”
“I’ll work out at the Health Club. Then maybe I’ll get one of those Hawaiian massages.” She removed her teddy and twirled around. “And then, if you’re not back by six, I’ll get juiced up at Bar Fifty-Nine. You can find me there if no one wants to give me a go.”
“You’ve got the tongue of a salt, and I love it,” he said, and rolled out of bed. “Wait for me and we’ll shower together. Maybe that will increase your sex drive.”
“Promises, promises,” she giggled and turned on the shower.



 
Chapter 22
 
As Peacock exited the elevator, Philip Martin waved her over. “Thank you so much for these directions, Laverna. They should cut the time to the airport by at least twenty minutes.”
You won’t thank me a few minutes from now.
“Bearing right onto B8 and bypassing E35 until closer to Frankfort avoids the construction.” She feigned a smile. “Arthur’s off to some boring meeting. Will you join me for breakfast?”
“I can’t.” He glanced at his watch. “I’m catching an 11:45 flight. The airport security screening will take over an hour as it is.”
He hesitated, then turned back to her. “You’re a shrewd woman, married to Pendleton, and working for him at the Emerald. I admire you.”
“Let him leave,” Rigel whispered. “Then follow him.”
“Safe trip back, Phil. Don’t be a stranger in Room 1515.”
Martin headed away and Peacock hurried to her car. She’d parked one level below him. If things went as planned, she’d catch up to him where the ramp onto B8 and Bonner Strasse was closed for repairs fourteen miles away from the Intercontinental Hotel. Herculean techs would take over from here overriding the GPS in Martin’s Passeo with directions of their own, leading the poor soul into a dead end with Peacock behind him.
“This payback is for revenge,” she said with a growl. Killing Martin wouldn’t be fun for either of them. For her a sadistic thrill, no more—no less. 
Fifteen minutes later with Rigel’s help, Peacock pulled up at the dead end entrance ahead of Martin and out of sight. Martin’s car swung past her a moment later and onto the broad two-lane road. She pulled out and followed him for a quarter mile until the barriers blocked him. He waved to her when he saw her car pull up behind his. He got out of his car and called out. “Thank God you followed me.”
She opened her car door and waved. “I needed some fresh air and saw the road closed sign.”
She reached into her purse and pulled out her weapon of choice. A dart hit his neck and he fell lifeless to the ground. Peacock put the blowpipe back in her purse and tied Martin’s hands and feet. She pulled out an explosive device from her trunk and attached the weapon to the underside of his car next to the mud flaps. She set the timer for fifteen minutes and grabbed Martin’s briefcase. With Martin tied up, and he and his briefcase in the backseat of her car, she backed up and drove away.
Damn, she thought, I didn’t have to use any of my car toys.
Rigel directed her onto the Autobahnkreuz back toward Dusseldorf. At the speed she traveled, she’d be twenty miles from Martin’s car when the devise exploded. After the twenty minutes were up, she stopped at a shoe store and tried on some pumps. Her prey slept soundly in the back of her Aero.
Halfway between Dusseldorf and Duisburg, Peacock slowed and turned down a pebbled side road. She drove until she was well away from the highway, passing small farms until she came to a spot preselected by Hercules. No one was in sight in any direction.
“I’m here,” she said, “just me and the sheep.”
“Roger that,” Rigel answered.
Moaning from the backseat disrupted her concentration. She pulled over onto the left side of the road and popped open her trunk. In the wheel-well was a black bag, she pulled the bag out. Martin attempted to sit up, so she opened the door to the backseat and pulled him out legs first. His head hit the ground with a horrific smack.
“Why are you doing this?” he yowled.
“I’m asking the questions, Phil. Where is the man called Lytle?”
A flash of recognition showed in his eyes. “I haven’t seen Lytle since I visited with Holman at the Emerald.”
“Do you know how to reach him?”
Martin’s head dropped to his chest. “You’re the name Daphne was going to give me.” A groan was followed by tremors. “I’m dead.”
“Correct.”
Peacock balanced herself on the balls of her feet and squatted down. Her low rider jeans tightened. Her turquoise snap-shirt separated revealing more than she’d expected Martin to see.
“But I can be reasonable,” she said. “I can kill you without any more pain. If you cooperate and tell me everything you know.”
“Please don’t do this. I have a wife and three kids.”
“Third wife—hasn’t seen the kids in months,” Polaris said, having come on duty. “Miss me.”
“No. You’re an egotist.”
“What?” Martin looked around, trying to see if someone else was there.
Peacock grabbed her switchblade and cut off Martin’s little finger on his right hand. His screaming startled her, and she glanced about to see if anyone appeared.
 “You haven’t seen your kids in months,” she whispered as his screaming deafened her for a moment. “Do you know how to reach Lytle?”
His body trembled from shock and fear. “No. When Lytle wants to reach me, he calls me.”
“On your cell phone?”
“Yes. God, stop the pain.”
Peacock ran her hands through Martin’s pockets until she found the phone. “Do you know a man named Thomas Reed?”
“I heard his name mentioned at a meeting with your husband. But I’ve never talked to him.”
“Who was at this meeting?”
Martin coughed. He looked wildly around, then tried to roll away and stand up. Peacock chuckled as she stomped on his left ankle with her Western-style boot. He’d receive no mercy from her. He hadn’t seen his own kids in months, the bastard. What kind of a father was he?
“Britain’s top leadership, the W.F.C. board, and agents from MI6 were there. They gave me the assignment of seeing the Stromiehre contract passed.” When Martin pleaded like a sissy, she stomped on his right ankle and popped a bone straight through the side.
“Kill me,” he wept.
She ignored him. “Daphne was to meet you at the Bristol. Why weren’t you there?”
“Lytle contacted me and told me to go home.” Martin looked up at Peacock, eyes red, and sweat pouring down his face. “He said he’d take the Hercules project off my hands, and I should attend to the election.”
“I had to kill Daphne for her treachery. I blame you. You slime ball.”
“You should blame Lytle, not me.”
“You don’t seem concerned about Daphne. It may interest you to know she died quickly. You won’t.”
“You have his briefcase?” Polaris asked.
“Yes.”
“He has no more information for us. Kill him and blow up the body. Then go back to the hotel and send as many photos as you can of the contents of Martin’s briefcase before your husband comes up for dinner.”
“Okay.”
Peacock grabbed a small spiked strap from her bag. She beat Martin with the strap, letting out her revenge on him for Daphne’s death. When his screaming changed to whimpers and groans, she stopped. Turning to one side, she dropped the strap and grabbed her switchblade. She swung around stabbing Martin through the throat at the Adam’s apple.
“There, that wasn’t so bad,” she cooed, as he gurgled and bled out. She left the knife in until the bleeding stopped and then pulled it out and wiped it off. 
“I’m sending his phone directory to you,” she said to Polaris.
“Good.”
Peacock placed a bomb similar to the one that blew up Martin’s car under Martin’s body and set the timer for five minutes. She strolled to her car and drove away back down the pebbled road. 
“I’ll be pulling into the InterContinental Hotel’s parking lot by the time the bomb goes off.”
“The Aero’s not that fast.”
“Watch me.”
As she accelerated onto the Autobahnkreuz, she asked, “What was Martin worth?”
After a slight pause, Polaris said, “seven-million dollars and change.”
“I think I’ve made his children and his exes very happy.”
“Not for several years,” Polaris said. “His car set off numerous explosions. I doubt it will ever be identified as a car. His body will vaporize and all evidence will vaporize as well.”
“That’s environmentally sound,” she said, trying to stop the adrenalin rush that still rocked her body. Killing Martin was moral righteousness. She had acted nobly. He deserved to die the way he did.
My husband will either be vilified or sanctified by History, she thought. Depending on which side wins this war of subversion, she might suffer the same fate as Martin one day. Someone exactly like herself might torture and kill her, feeling justified in doing so.
Her smile faded.
#
Pendleton scrawled copious notes as he sat to the right of Prime Minister Claymore. With British intelligence agents guarding the doors to the hotel’s business center conference room, SIS Director, Jarvis Franks, delivered his report on the progress of accessing the U.S. space-based missile banks. His voice was upbeat, but his body language said he’d rather be somewhere else.
“Doctor Cline peppered us into their main complex center. He trained our people on accessing the U.S. programming in a jiffy. We avoided the intercept security and entered the individual firing banks. That’s the good news.”
“And the bad news?” Claymore asked.
“Our people can’t bloody duplicate the numbering sequences fast enough. We’re several nanoseconds off and haven’t improved a wit since November.”
Sir Jarvis wasn’t the naïve chap Pendleton deduced him to be when they first met. This project stressed Franks. He didn’t take to stress, but he handled himself admirably.
“We’ve been through six progress meetings now if my count’s right. We’re not making the expected progress. Is Professor Cline to fault or our people?” Claymore asked.
“I can’t say,” Franks replied. “I’m not a scientist. They point fingers at one another. I’m guessing our science is short. We’re learning as we’re going.”
“I’ll talk to Cline,” Pendleton said. “With Stromiehre now in the supply chain, Cline will get us the rest of the way. We’re eighty percent there. We knew the project wouldn’t be a walk in the park now, didn’t we?”
“Keep us advised, Director.” Claymore waved her hand.
Franks did an army shuffle, spun around, and left, probably happy to be trotting back to jolly ole England.
“Odd fellow Franks,” Claymore said. “He does his job. He’s a good man in a pinch. But at the rate he’s going he’ll die of a coronary before he’s sixty.” The Prime Minister scowled at Pendleton. She shook a finger at him. “Why are you dealing with Cline directly?”
Amusing, joisting with Grace, Pendleton enjoyed her direct indirectness.
Because, I want him in my pocket you old bat.
“He responds to money, Madam,” Pendleton said. “I control the purse strings.”
“But you’ve involved no one else.”
“He knows your MI6 contact.”
Pendleton gave her a comfortable pat on the shoulder. Her MI6 contact was in Pendleton’s employ and a Son of Tiw. “I understand how to motivate him. He’s leaving for Monaco in a few weeks for a vacation. I’ve procured the best in accommodations. He’ll be escorted by three different female courtesans--Monaco's finest. I’ll meet with him the day he leaves. I’ll see to it we’ve made some progress before he goes on another vacation.”
“Humph! What about Reed? I dare say he isn’t any closer to eliminating Monroe than we are. Am I right?”
“I’ll have him tell you himself.”
Pendleton dialed Reed’s cell phone and pressed the Conference button.
After a moment, Reed answered, “Yes.”
“Thomas, I’m with our Prime Minister. Give us an update.”
“Roger that. The U.S. Army scrubbed their stack of Stinger-RMP-Block I units last year. They destroyed all but two for fear of use by terrorists. I knew where those two firing units and missiles were lost in plain sight.”
“Where were they?” Pendleton asked.
“At the Yuma Proving Ground in Arizona collecting dust. The Army tested newer models against them in 1996. These two units were never used and were still housed there until my team procured them.”
“These are old weapons? Why not go modern?”
“Simplicity, two of my people fired these reliable old weapons in past lives. The electronics are simple. The elaborate sensing devices aboard the helicopter may have trouble identifying missiles like these. At 2000 feet, the missile hits in seconds.”
“So our Twenty-first century nemesis will be killed by a 1960’s type weapon,” Pendleton  said.
Claymore’s face wrinkled with disdain. “Fitting since the man’s a throwback to the other President Monroe and his ludicrous Monroe Doctrine.”
“The weapon’s practical,” Reed continued. “The unit only weighs thirty-five pounds fully armed. The best part—it’s free, and they won’t find out it’s gone until we fire it.”
“Don’t underestimate them on that,” Pendleton said. “Plan as though they’re only an hour behind you.”
“Although I’d love to see him dead, let’s hope Monroe loses tomorrow’s vote,” Claymore said. “Then we can back down on our plan. If Martin’s done his job, Holman’s vote seals the election for Russell. With Russell and Edmunds in office, the U.S. military follows right behind.”
#
Back in her room, Peacock rifled through Martin’s papers, taking pictures of everything in his briefcase and sending them to Polaris. After deleting the photos off her camera, she opened Martin’s cell phone and read the names and numbers of everyone listed in his phonebook.
She removed the cell battery, smashed the phone, and relaxed. Martin’s phone wouldn’t ring again. The briefcase was a different problem. A quality-leather and metal attaché presented a challenge.
“How should I dispose of the briefcase?” she asked.
Polaris didn’t respond for a moment. Then he said, “Sorry, I’m having some technical difficulty. Go outside to the hotel dumpster bank. Take the small blue vial in your kit with you. Use your mask and gloves. Pour a splash on the phone and empty the vial on the case. Toss both into one of the dumpsters. The briefcase and phone will dissolve in a matter of hours. Mission accomplished.”
“When I get back I’m taking a nap.”
If Arthur failed to return to the room by six, she’d head to the bar and wait for him.
#
Peacock arrived at the dumpster, looked around, and seeing she was alone, put on her gas mask. If the chemicals would dissolve briefcases, what would they do to her lungs? She opened the vial, poured the chemical as instructed, and pitched the cell phone and briefcase into the dumpster.
“It’s smoking,” she whispered.
“Leave. In less than fifteen minutes the smoke will stop.”
She hustled away. She didn’t want to be near that dumpster. Taking a shower was the only thing on her mind.



 
Chapter 23
 
A knock on the door awaken Peacock. Pendleton opened it and called, “Lovey, are you napping?”
Killing Martin must have used up more energy than she thought. “Yes, darling, I’m afraid you caught me.”
“All my meetings are over. What’s say we call dinner up and spend the evening together?”
The thought of spending time with her husband enlivened her. She and Pendleton alone, talking about anything but the election or the troubles of the world.
She couldn’t shake the look on Martin’s face—or Daphne and Nash’s faces when their deaths came. Though she never saw their eyes when they died, her parents and her brother’s eyes leaped out from the recesses of her mind. They were dying all over again, and she could feel the heat of the flames.
I don’t have a conscience.
She commanded the vision to go back where it came from. But she couldn’t control her thoughts. No command kept her mind from seeing their eyes.
“I’d love to relax with you,” she said, hoping to blot out the images. “Let’s tell our life’s stories to each other.”
“Let’s read the Kama Sutra.”
Men. Sex before intimacy.
“Why read it? We can pop passages up on the Internet.” Tears ran down her face, salty and warm. “I love you, as much as I can possibly love anyone. Whatever happens in the future, I want you to know.”
His jaw quivered. He rushed to her side. “What’s wrong, Lovey?”
“Nothing’s wrong. Feelings I haven’t experience for years are swelling up inside me. I can barely hold them all.”
Pendleton’s body thawed like a melting iceberg. Sweat and tears covered his face. “Don’t say a word. Just let me hold you.”
The concept of time dissipated as she melded into him. He remained rocklike as she convulsed from long bridled memories. His touch soothed her, and he didn’t ask a question. She was an adulteress, a murderess, and a pawn in a dangerous political game. Her commitments bound her to those paths.
Could he still love me if he knew I worked for his enemy?
She hadn’t planned on falling in love.
Could she walk away from tonight and betray him? Yes, betray him and still adore him. That seemed to be her fate.
Would she cause his death as Carman caused Don Jose’s? Or would he cause her death like Othello and Desdemona? She looked at the clock. He’d been holding her for almost an hour. She smiled up at him. “Order us a bottle of wine, whatever wine you think best. I promise you the time of your life.”
“You give me the time of my life over and over. You’ve never needed wine to be the best.”
“Sometimes memories need painted over. Tonight’s one of those nights.”
“Whatever my love requires,” he said.
He picked up the phone and dialed room service.
#
“She’s lost perspective.” Kolb tossed an, I told you so, glare at Ursa.
“Watch her performance,” Ursa snapped. “It’s what she does that counts. Right?”
“Wrong, at least in part,” Kolb spat back. “True, she’s delivered crucial information to us. But she’s teetering on an emotional ravine. If she cracks our mission suffers a massive blow.”
“I’m not allowing you to turn her into either a zombie or a homicidal maniac. She’ll deliver what we need.” Ursa paced, as Kolb studied Peacock’s brainwave scans. “So what if she’s developing feelings for Pendleton. She’s handling her assignment perfectly.”
“Don’t force me to go above you.”
“You already have. You didn’t succeed.”
Kolb stood and turned away from her data scan. In the control lab, Carna and Polaris carried out normal duties appearing unaware of the coming storm. Ursa gathered himself together for her onslaught. But she surprised him. Instead of a violent tirade, she sighed and leaned against her desk.
“Let’s compromise,” she said.
#
Peacock’s state-of-consciousness swung in and out. She knew she’d slept some, but she didn’t really have her full faculties until around three in the afternoon. She shouldn’t have insisted on the second bottle. Pendleton charmed her with his knowledge. She drank and he talked. She realized she was laughing. They were out in the German countryside flying about in her Ultimate Aero joking and singing. Her head ached, but she was happy. Pendleton drove, interrupted only by an occasional W.F.C. problem call.
Peacock absorbed the quality of the man the whole time. Pendleton professed his undying love for her. She lavished him with praise. He never once mentioned her night of drinking. He’d simply enjoyed himself the past twelve hours. For the first time in her life, she’d lost herself in the company of another human being. She vowed where Pendleton was concerned, this wouldn’t be her last time.
They pulled into the hotel parking garage and went back to their room. The House vote in the United States Congress was approaching, and she had to push her mind into spy mode. That bastard Holman would most likely vote for Russell, even after her affair with him. Her ego steamed.
Peacock popped three aspirins and forced her body to do what she said.
“Ursa thinks you’re either a genius or developing a conscience.”
Polaris had been talking to her incessantly for an hour. She didn’t want to hear anymore. Fortunately, Pendleton had stepped into the shower so she could reply.
“I’m neither. I got drunk. I’ve sobered up. This won’t happen again.”
“What about the, ‘I love you, Arthur, as much as I can possibly love anyone. Whatever happens in the future, I want you to know,’ speech?”
Come on Peacock say something to shut him up.
“I don’t love anyone or anything. So I didn’t lie. I love him as much as I can possibly love anyone, which is impossible. Now leave the subject alone.”
Polaris grumped a bit, but he did as instructed.
Pendleton came out of the bathroom prepared to celebrate victory. “Ready? Our guests await us in the Gold Room.”
Peacock took her husband’s arm and accompanied him in the elevator to the Mezzanine and then to the Gold Room. He opened the door and whispered. “Let me make the introductions.”
As they entered, eight casually dressed men and two women stood and applauded. Pendleton took a step toward them, arms opened wide. He beamed charisma, enthralling his audience. At first, she was sure he was going to ignore her. He was so wrapped up in self-adulation. But he turned and offered her his arm.
“My fellow World Financial Corporation members and my friends meet Laverna Smythe–Pendleton, my wife.”
“Make sure each of them gives you their name,” Polaris said.
Peacock turned her charm up, walked to the closest guest, and extended her hand.
“Milton Rogers,” the balding old man said, his breath smelling a bit like garlic gone overboard. “I can see why Arthur is so enthralled.”
“I’m flattered. What do you do for the W.F.C?”
Rogers grinned. “My sweet Laverna, my roles are many and varied. Presently, I’m working in Australia maneuvering the South Pacific banks into a position of leadership against the Chinese. But I’m a Brit and won’t be abroad long.”
Rogers’ bushy eyebrows and sparkling eyes said he could be trusted.
“Readying the world for the big take-over?”
“Arthur’s the one who can do it.” He took her by the arm and whispered in her ear. “I’d protect him with my life if needs be.”
“I’m glad he has friends like you.”
She waltzed from person to person asking for little tidbits of information all the while swallowing the void expanding in her soul. She didn’t know what love really was. She did know that Arthur was more precious to her than anyone had been since the accident.
Harden yourself, Peacock.
Be the calculating, unfeeling, and the deadly bitch that you are—a machine created to save your nation. Don’t forget your mission even when you’re with Arthur.
#
“New Hampshire passes for now.”
Pendleton shot to his feet. “What’s Holman doing?”
“Hedging his bets,” Peacock said. She perceived that to be the most logical choice of motives. “Don’t be surprised if Vermont does the same thing.”
Pendleton pulled out his cell phone.
“What are you doing?” Rogers asked.
“Calling Martin.”
Peacock’s mind jumped to their hotel room. She’d removed the battery. She’d smashed the phone. She’d disposed of them both in the hotel trash dumpster. She was safe. Peacock continued counting the votes as each State’s representative came to the microphone. She listened for any reaction from Pendleton.
“Damn him. The bloke’s not answering.”
He kicked over an ash stand, his face tight and red. “He’s probably larging it somewhere with our money.”
Peacock almost laughed, but she bit her lip to stop herself. Martin was definitely not larging it with Pendleton’s money.
 He turned to Peacock. “Maybe you should leave for a while.”
She wasn’t leaving.
“Ridiculous. I want Russell to win as much as you do. Remember I arranged the meeting. Holman’s playing a political game. If he doesn’t have to vote against Monroe for Monroe to lose, he keeps your money and his political future.”
Pendleton’s countenance darkened. “How did you know I paid Holman?”
“Oh don’t look so shocked, Darling. We all know you paid him. You didn’t have to tell me. I’d figured out what you were doing when I arranged his meeting with Martin. I didn’t have to be a rocket scientist.”
Laughter, and a few “Right you are, Lovey’s” broke the tension.
Pendleton grinned. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Continue on with the counts, everyone. I’ll excuse myself and make another call.”
“He’s calling Reed.” Ursa’s voice resounded in her head. “You need to get your hands on Pendleton’s cell phone and give us the numbers. Good job. Tonight’s going very well.”
Why was Ursa happy? Wasn’t Monroe going to lose? Wasn’t Holman the bastard to sink him? She shook her head and kept counting.
Pendleton stepped back into the room. His face still furrowed and eyes narrow. “What’s the count?”
“They’ve completed the roll,” Rogers said. “Laverna was right. New Hampshire and Vermont both passed. As it stands now, the House is tied at twenty-four votes each.”
“What could those two be discussing?” Pendleton glared at the television.
Holman and the Congressman Keith from Vermont were in a huddle. Then the Speaker of the House called New Hampshire for a vote. Holman walked up to the microphone with Keith at his side. “My colleague and I have decided to put an end to this exhausting process. New Hampshire votes for Monroe.”
Pendleton screamed, “The bloody piker betrayed us.”
Congressman Keith did the same. Congress and gallery erupted into a chaotic flurry of activity. Reporters raced to surround Keith and Holman. Monroe had pulled off the impossible and won. Peacock’s ego soared. Maybe she’d done her job well after all.
“Go back to our room.” Pendleton glared at her and stomped his foot. “I’m about to have a fit. I don’t want you present to see it.”
“Yes. That’s best.”
The frightening looks on the faces of those present convinced her. There wasn’t a noise in the room. No paper shuffling or breathing could be heard. Peacock thought about a tornado she’d seen twelve years earlier in Oklahoma. An eerie calm fell before the swirling greenish funnel and cloud passed. A cloud now fell on the Gold Room. Only this time the green was visible in the faces of those present.
She hurried out and pushed the door closed.
#
The hotel room door squeaked opened at three in the morning. Peacock leaned up on her elbows, but Pendleton pushed her back down. The smell of alcohol burned in her nostrils.
“There, there, sweetheart,” she said. “I’m here. Take what you need.”
He slammed a fist against the headboard, cursed, and then growled and swore as he relieved himself. After a few moments, he kissed her and his tears fell down and rolled along her face.
“Oh Lovey,” he said, “I hate to lose.”
He passed out.
She rolled him over and undressed him. She put his wallet and keys on his dresser. With Pendleton’s cell phone in her hands, she followed Ursa’s instructions and sent his address book to Hercules. She crawled back into bed to try to sleep.
Peacock rolled restlessly as she drifted off. Marriage should be for better or worse. She was an adulteress ten times over. Today, her marriage to Hercules was for the better. Her marriage to Pendleton was for the worse. Tomorrow? Who knew? She’d done a good job, but she didn’t have sweet dreams.



 
Chapter 24
 
Thomas Reed hummed “I Only Wanna Dance with You.” He meticulously brushed and flossed his teeth with the beat of the Bay City Rollers blasting over his sound system. His hands scrubbed immaculately clean, Reed turned off the music and picked up a nail file. He worked on his nails as he walked through his house to his communications lab. The American election was a bust. Rain poured down in Lasswade, and he had the pleasurable task of ordering a presidential assassination. What a beautiful day.
He switched on his satellite units and waited until Morgan, Van Meer, and Dunn had all hooked in.
“What can we assume Hercules knows?” Reed asked.
“Assume they know we’re here in the States,” Van Meer said. “Assume they’re looking for us. Assume it’s a game of fox and hounds, and we’re the fox.”
Van Meer lifted weights in his condo, shirt off, and muscles dripping with sweat.
“Yes, we’re correct to assume they know.”
Dunn and Morgan ate breakfast in their apartment and glanced up at the satellite feed every so often.
“Assume the bloody Homeland Security people know our documents were forged,” Morgan said, then took a bite of his omelet. “They also know the Stingers never arrived at the Armargosa Valley Test Range.”
“We have an urgency to strike soon and not miss. How’s that plan coming?”
“We’re making practice runs to two pre-selected locations,” Dunn said. “We never use the same route. During each run, we set-up, load, and lock in on Marine One. All we’re waiting for is you now, Reed, ole man.”
 “Unless we encounter something unexpected, only Van Meer and I will know when the day comes to actually fire the missile,” Reed said. “Standard procedure: Van Meer will ring your cell, and you’ll lock in on Marine One as you’re doing now. The only difference will be he’ll ring the cell a second time, and you’ll pull the trigger. Hans, have you selected your vantage point?”
Van Meer set down his weights and wiped off with a towel. “The Visitor’s Center at 15th and E, near to the White House, has a new parking garage. The fifth floor, northwest corner, has an open view of the South Lawn.”
“Your biggest concern?”
“We can expect anywhere from two to five identical escorts will join Marine One after takeoff. It’s called a shell game. They alternate height and position frequently so as to throw off any identification of which helicopter is carrying the President.”
“There has to be a flaw in that,” Reed said.
“Indeed,” Van Meer answered. “On the tail of each is a small white identification number unique to that unit. I’ll identify it, and Dunn and Morgan will hone in on the unit with that number.”
 “Despite what we’re paid, it’s not enough,” Morgan grumped. “These Muslim fanatics have made life ten times more difficult. It’s not like the good old days when you could come and go at will.”
Reed could care less about risks. He took very few, unless one considered making a presentation before the British Prime Minister and Pendleton at the same time a risk. He paid his mercenaries to do the risk-taking.
“What launch sites are you considering?” he asked. “I’ll pull Marine One’s route up on satellite.”
“Site one is at the old raceway where Marine One turns east toward Andrews.” Morgan wiped his mouth and focused in on the satellite feed. “Yes, there,” he pointed. “Where Marine One crosses Henson Creek between the raceway and the park. There’s an abandoned building on the raceway grounds with an upper story. Some boards are rotted out. Others can be removed, but the floor is solid. Marine One should be in range for 45 seconds at 1.5 kilometers. We’ve practiced there several times.”
“All right,” Reed said. “The place sits out in the open. No one can see inside, but once you fire, US. Intelligence will know exactly where you are.”
“The second site is on Old Auth Road right where it goes under the Capital Beltway. It’s closed there due to delayed construction—seems the government ran out of money.” Van Meer slipped on a shirt and sat down. “There’s an iron and mesh stairway with a handrail that leads up the side of the bridge structure from the ground to a platform. The stairs must have served a purpose when the bridge was under repair.”
“The window from there?”
“It’s a longer shot, maybe 4 kilometers, but our boys can lock on for over a minute and a half. The Old Auth site’s less likely to be on the government’s radar.”
“Is the equipment in good working condition?”
“The Stinger’s in beautiful shape. Dunn’s changed the lithium batteries and ran all the program checks,” Morgan answered.
“Old Auth Road it is then,” Reed said. “Run your tests from there until I phone.”
#
Day 648
“Plans change.”
“What?” Peacock turned off the shower and dried her hair. Pendleton was up and ordering breakfast.
“Listen carefully.” The voice again was Ursa’s.
“Don’t you sleep?”
A chuckle greeted her ears. “You, my lovely, hit a bonanza of information yesterday. From Martin’s papers and phone, we’ve learned who inside the Capitol Hill network of players is connected in some way to the W.F.C. Their allegiance comes into question, including Vice President Edmunds. Nothing we can go forward with legally. But enough to twist arms and bully people if we need to.”
Who were the good guys? Who were the bad guys? The more she learned the more she understood that the difference depended only on which side you were on.
“Twist arms and bully people, nice choice of words.”
“Thank you.” Ursa said something to others on his side of the conversation, and laughter broke out. “Two Stinger missiles and a launcher went missing from an arsenal in Arizona. The agents who picked them up had forged papers. The Sons of Tiw or MI6 have rats in our chicken coup.”
Peacock giggled at the comment.
Pendleton called out from the bedroom, “What so funny?”
“I was just thinking how bloody silly you look when you’re mad.”
There was silence.
“I’m sorry about last night. It won’t happen again.”
“Yes, it will. But Arthur, that’s all right. You’re mine rich or poor, drunk or sober.”
She opened the shower door and stepped out.
“Go ahead, Ursa,” she whispered. “You talk. I’ll listen.”
“From all the information you sent, we know what team is in the United States to assassinate Monroe. Your husband knows the big picture but not the details.”
She sighed. Pendleton wouldn’t want to kill Monroe if he didn’t have to. Now last night’s outburst made sense. She admired her husband’s image in the mirror as she dried her hair and applied her make-up.
“That team is on the ground near the White House waiting for instructions. Pendleton won’t be giving them. You’ve given us all we need from him to know who will.”
Not knowing details gave Pendleton the ability to distance himself from ugly events. Her husband was brilliant.
“You’re brilliant darling,” she called out from the bathroom.
“Yes,” Pendleton said. “But that doesn’t give me the right to be rough with you.”
“Someone has infiltrated Homeland Security,” Ursa snapped. “We don’t know who. One person who does know is a man named Thomas Reed. Your husband called him. His call gave us enough information to get an address.”
Ursa paused for a moment and then blurted out. “You’re going to Edinburgh, Scotland, more specifically Lasswade.”
“You mean I’m not heading back. I need to check on Room 1515.”
“There are reservations for you in Edinburgh. Offer to drive Pendleton back to London through the Tunnel. I’ll have two agents waiting for you in Edinburgh at the Howard Hotel.”
“All right, now stop talking to me in my head and dial me on my cell. Say you’re from Crenshaw Properties and ask to speak to Laverna.”
She put on her robe and wrapped the garment tight around her. As she sashayed back into the bedroom, her cell rang.
Pendleton answered and handed her the phone. “It’s someone from your hotel chain.”
She and Ursa had a short conversation. When she hung up, she said, “Something’s come up. Crenshaw Properties is looking for a site in Leeds to possibly build or buy another hotel. They want me to inspect two locations for them before I return to the States. Can I give you a lift to London on my way?”
Pendleton closed his eyes and sighed. “Alas, though I’d love to, my schedule takes me to Dublin and I have to be in London by one-thirty to repack and leave. I’ll hitch a ride to the airport with my security people.” He looked up at her as she fastened her bra. “I’ll be in Los Angeles in two weeks. Maybe we can get together there. I’d love to do some sightseeing along your Pacific coast.”
“It’s a date then.”
“Lovey, I’m terribly sorry about last night.”
“I’m not. I’m glad I was here. You’d have bloody smashed up the room, if I hadn’t been.”
Damn it. His lower lip was quivering. This man, ruthless as he was, adored her and showed his love so freely. Guilt pangs had to be erased from her consciousness. She sat down next to him. “One of the reasons I’m attracted to you is that you hate to lose. So do I. Since I understand and accept you regardless, stop regretting your actions.”
“Done,” he said. “Do you want a security escort to Leeds?”
“No thank you. I think I’ll enjoy the time alone. I have colleagues meeting me there.”
Hopefully he didn’t consider Thomas Reed more than a business partner. Reed would most likely end up dead when this trip was finished. Oh well, this was business, like it or not.
#
Only six people knew Thomas Reed’s private cell number, Pendleton, Van Meer, Lytle, Morgan, Prime Minister Claymore, and Reed’s mother. None of them owned the number flashing on his phone. He placed a call to Lytle who was in Glasgow recruiting for the cause.
“I need you and a dozen brothers. We need to evacuate my home and move to location five in your manual.”
Reed heard pages flipping.
“I’m at a gym with a couple of blokes. One minute, here it is,” Lytle said. “You’ve a home near Haddington?”
“Yes, north of A-199, a duplicate of the one at Lasswade right down to the bedspread.” Reed punched in a new code on his phone. “I have a new cell number. I’ve sent notification to only those with a need to know. Right now, you’re the only person who knows about the Haddington location. I’ll need to keep it this way until we find out who dialed my old number.”
“I’m bloody blest,” Lytle replied. “I’ll be there tomorrow around fourteen hundred hours with a lorry.”
“No, no, no, nothing that big. Bring a small equipment van. I’ll pack my personal belongings. We’ll take the necessary electronics with us.” Reed paced in the dark. “Once things here are secure, we’ll stake out Lasswade and see who shows up.”
#
“Damn traffic,” Peacock growled.
A ton of horsepower under the hood and no place to show it off. She flipped the channels on her radio. Only N.P.R. and the B.B.C. had anything in English until she neared the tunnel. She feared using the Channel tunnel. But once she drove onto Le Shuttle, her fears were eased. Still by the time she reached Folkestone on the British side of the Channel, it was already seven p.m.
“I’m tired, Polaris. Have someone find me a hotel without roaches somewhere close.”
“There’s a small inn, The Channel Watcher, five miles up the highway on your left. Get some sleep. But you still need to be in Edinburgh by eleven a.m.”
“Whoopee, I’ll get maybe six hours of sleep before I have to be on the go again.”
She heard a snicker.
“Poor girl,” Polaris said. “By the way, Carna rang Reed’s number, and he answered.”
“What? Are you idiots? Don’t you think he monitors who calls him? Now you’ve alerted him that something’s wrong.”
Silence greeted her for a moment.
“Get some sleep, Peacock. Things will look brighter in the morning.”
“You’re all numbskulls, and it’s my life on the block.”
#
“Zoom in on Reed’s property by satellite,” Ursa said. “Peacock’s right. The call was a mistake.”
He moved closer to the screen. “Scan the surrounding area as well. Let’s focus on key landmarks for directional guidance.”
“Celtic Cross Cemetery and the North Esk River are close markers,” Polaris said. “This organization, The Sons of Tiw, identifies closely with their ancient heritage. Is their passion like a religion, or is their passion because of their ancestry?”
Ursa shook his head. “Probably a little of both.”
“Nothing moving near the property or on it,” Carna said.
“That’s good for now. I suspect there will be activity there tomorrow.”
#
Peacock’s silver SSC Ultimate Aero turned onto London Road and A1 highway. She followed her GPS toward the Howard Hotel and checked the clock—noon straight-up.
“Yes,” she shouted as she playfully tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “Four hundred and seven miles in six hours flat, I love my car.”
She pulled up to valet parking, tipped the bellman three quid, and was in her room in less than ten minutes. She had enough time to call her Arthur to keep him from worrying.
“I’ve arrived, Darling. I hit a hundred and twenty miles per hour. Oops, I mean almost two hundred kilometers an hour on those coastal roads and still made the curves. But the little towns slowed me down.”
“Be careful. Speed kills.” 
Pendleton’s sigh sounded ominous, and Peacock held her breath. 
“Lovey, I need to ask you a question. I’m sorry, but even the Prime Minister and members of her staff have been grilled. Did you handle my cell phone Tuesday night?”
Give a quick answer and be as honest as possible.
“Yes, but you were in no condition to undress yourself. I took the phone from your pocket and placed it on the dresser.”
“Good enough for me,” he said, and she relaxed. “I’ll miss you every second we’re apart.”
“You sound worried, Darling. Did I do something wrong?”
“No, no, don’t give it another thought.”
“I’ll meet you in Los Angeles in two weeks. I’m already making plans.”
“Oh good, glad you can get away. See you then, and I’ll call you tomorrow.”
“Arthur, you sounded like something dreadful had happen when I called.”
He cleared his throat and whispered. “I can’t talk about it. Just keep me in your prayers.”
After he hung up, Peacock swayed a bit and sat down on the bed. “Just keep me in your prayers?”
She didn’t know where to start. She hadn’t prayed since the car crash. She hadn’t believed in God since then. But the closer she got to Arthur Pendleton, the more she felt his soulish side. He believed in God and in the power of prayer.
Before she could reflect further, her phone rang. She picked it up. “Yes?”
“So you’ve arrived.”
“Magnus, are you here?”
“I’m four doors down on your side of the hall. Felicia is two doors down.”
Magnus and Felicia were here? Things were looking better. “Well, let’s get together and figure out how we’re going to plan this.”
“We can start. Two other agents will join us at five.”
She waited. She wanted them to come to her. When Magnus didn’t volunteer, she said, “You know my room number. I’ll put on the coffee.”
She pursed her lips tight as she hung up. If Ursa put her on this task, she was in charge. This was her operation, her turf, and her reputation. Her partners would have to get that straight right from the start. 
“Polaris?” she called out. “I need either you or Ursa to strategize a game plan with me.”



 
Chapter 25
 
“Sit.” Claymore’s finger pointed at Belington and he obliged her. “Arthur Pendleton is a fraction of a centimeter from ruling the world. The E.U., the British Commonwealth, Japan, and soon the United States will rally to his call. One-world government and peace in our age is possible.”
Belington nodded. “Quite so, Madam, the man handles himself with dignity and compassion. He’s a true leader.”
“Except.” Claymore’s dress swished like a lion’s tail as she paced behind her desk. “This new wife of his has blinded him. I suspect her of treachery. She showed up in his life so suddenly. One has to question why.”
“She seems content to follow her husband’s lead. Stays in his shadow, but she has a light of her own. She’s bright. I say she’s good for him.”
“You work for me, and I say she’s suspect!”
Belington slumped where he sat. “What would you have me do?”
“Have our experts go over every document about her on the Web. Dig until there’s nowhere left to look and then look again. The woman’s hiding something, and I don’t want to be blindsided. Arthur may trust her. I don’t.”
#
Thomas Reed waited until dusk. Outguessing his opponents had kept Reed alive and rich. No home was worth saving. His home dwelt where his technology dwelt. His technology lived in his head and in seven masterfully crafted instruments he had duplicated in Haddington.
Lytle popped some peanuts into his mouth. He gave the keys to the van to a man he’d just recruited from the bar in Glasgow.
“Here’s a map. Take the van to this address and store the boxes in Locker 5B North. Then drive it back to Glasgow and wait for me there.”
The van disappeared down the drive and out onto the main road. Reed waved Lytle into the house. He handed him a flashlight and told him to wait while he set the explosive charges. He set traps for his pursuers at the front door and the rear doors. Once opened, the explosion would rip the house and anyone in it to pieces and engulf the area in flames.
Without a word, Reed rushed past Lytle and unbolted a hidden door in the back of the hall closet. The two men headed down a flight of stairs and into a tunnel. The tunnel led to a spot a half a kilometer away. There Reed ascended another flight of stairs and pushed open an old metal door. The two emerged at the north edge of the woods surrounding Reed’s property and scurried down an embankment to an SUV parked on a utility road.
Once inside, Reed took in a deep breath. “Let’s hope your man arrives safely at the storage locker.”
“If he doesn’t, he’ll be ash blowing in the breeze,” Lytle said.
“But we’ll be alive, and we’ll know the breach of security goes high up.” Reed pulled away from the curb and drove down the utility road to a side road. He turned right and drove into Lasswade itself. 
“Someone close to Pendleton or ole Gracie, herself, may be behind this security breach.”
Reed pulled up a block from The Laird & Dog Pub and parked. Then the two walked down to the pub and went inside.
“I don’t think we’ve been spotted,” Reed said, “But we’ll spend the night here in Lasswade and drive the SUV to Haddington tomorrow.”
“You may have the willies. That’s all,” Lytle said. “Our boys are in place. I’m betting no one shows up”
“Let’s wait and see.”
#
Ursa hung up from his call to President Monroe.
“Destroy the van,” he shouted.
As the van moved up A768, Carna focused her satellite screen on the vehicle and the driver. She entered the coordinates and the presidential code. The satellite missile system performed flawlessly. Eight seconds later the van exploded, leaving a crater several yards wide in its wake.
“Move in on the house,” Ursa said.
Reed’s people could be seen on the grounds. Reed had to be inside his house.
“If Reed’s inside, we’ve struck a goldmine,” he said to Polaris. “Tell Peacock to bring him out at all costs.”
#
The percussion from the van exploding shook the ground for several seconds. At the sound of the blast, Peacock and her team moved through the woods, approaching Reed’s property from the east. Five guards had been spotted on the grounds. Satellite infrared imaging relayed their positions to Peacock and her crew. The five guards gave up their positions around the house and headed west at a rapid pace.
This is too easy, Peacock thought. They may be decoys leading us into a trap.
“Stop,” she whispered into her headset. “Magnus, I sense a problem.”
“If Reed’s inside, Ursa wants him,” Polaris said.
“Trained fighters don’t respond the way these men did,” Magnus said. “We have to assume they knew we were coming from that phone call and staged this event.”
“We aren’t getting life readings inside from the sensors.” Peacock scanned the house a second time. “I don’t know what to expect.”
Ursa came on line. “The only vehicle leaving the house was that small van. There has to be a ton of information inside.”
Felicia, with another agent trailing behind, came back from pursuit of Reed’s guards.
“We couldn’t catch them on foot,” she said. “They crossed a bridge over the North Esk River. We lost them.”
“I want to make sure it’s safe before we enter the house,” Peacock said. “Spread out. We’re going to comb these woods.”
“I’m going to trust your judgment,” Ursa said. “You five are too valuable to lose.”
Uncomfortable was too soft a word for having Ursa in her head this much. Was she under surveillance? Probably.
“Let’s spread out and walk through this property. Keep within sight of each other and flash your light right and left so the person on each side can see you.”
“It’ll be pitch black in a few minutes,” Magnus said. “That works in our favor. Your senses won’t miss the little things that escape you in the daylight.”
Peacock spaced her team about a hundred yards apart along the east property line and moved them west. She didn’t know what she was looking for, but her gut told her this was the right thing to do. She chose the middle point in the line, an area with the densest foliage. Screaming sirens filled the air, most likely responders to the explosion that destroyed the van. In the dark, the eerie sound of their wailing seemed to surround her.
Magnus was right. Trees and ground cover appeared amazingly clear with a flashlight at night if you moved slowly. Five minutes into the search, Felicia called out, “My god, will you look at this.”
Peacock found Felicia as the others ran up. There on the ground revealing its dark depths was an opening, the entrance to a tunnel.
“I almost fell in head first,” Felicia said. 
“An escape route most likely,” Magnus said, huffing up from the farthest point away.
“Review the satellite images,” Peacock said. “Let’s see if their leaving went unnoticed or was simply out of range.”
“You and Magnus follow the tunnel underground,” Ursa said. “The tunnel probably leads to the house.”
Certainly, she needed to do that. But Reed’s guards running away and a tunnel found on the property? Her training taught her to be leery when things went too smoothly.
“Felicia, take a point in the woods where you can see vehicles approaching from the main road. Call us if anyone heads for the house. Magnus and I will follow the tunnel.” She pointed at the other two agents. “Go back and start the cars. We need them running if we have to make a quick exit.”
The instant Peacock stepped into the tunnel the smell of peanuts nauseated her. Lytle smelled of peanuts during her interrogation. Her brother was eating peanuts when he died, and she could smell the fire and hear the screech of tires from that fateful day. She stopped and held up her hand for Magnus to do the same.
“They definitely escaped through this tunnel.”
Magnus flashed his light toward her. “How do you know?”
“I can smell peanuts. Lytle was eating them when his crew held me captive.”
Magnus smirked.
Magnus thinks I’m imagining things.
Peacock pretended she didn’t notice. “It’s too much like a set-up. The front door is left unguarded. There are no life signs inside. Remember Carna’s call. Reed is expecting us.”
They continued down the tunnel. Not long after, they came to stairs and headed up.
“Let me check the door,” Magnus said. “I’m trained in booby traps and bombs.”
She obliged him. She didn’t know demolition at all. Magnus felt around the door, looked underneath, and motioned to her to step back. He pushed the door open and Peacock followed Magnus inside Reed’s house. As she stepped out of the closet, Magnus pointed to the front door. On each side of the door were sensors.
“You were right. Reed had us made. Break the beam and the house blows like a volcano,” Magnus said. “I’ve seen these devices before, the highest level technology.”
She nodded and the two explored room after room checking doorways for explosives and any useful information. Only the doors leading to the outside were armed.
“He didn’t take much,” she said. “Closets are full. Rooms are furnished. This feels like he went out for pizza.”
Three stairs headed up to a glass room filled with electronic instruments, cameras, and satellite screens. Every piece of equipment had a sensor in place. Magnus eyed each unit, ran his hand near the sensors to see how close he could get, and peered behind the satellite screen.
“Here’s the mother lode, but no way to access them without blowing us to pieces.”
“Could Ursa shut them off remotely?”
 “No, touch anything in here and we are toast.”
“That storage bin, the one positioned next to the computer, is the only place we haven’t looked.”
Peacock had Magnus check the bin for explosives. No sensors. No explosives. Then she fit a key device provided in her Ursa kit into the lock and opened the drawers. The lower two shelves were bare. The upper two contained maps and pictures. She didn’t have time to study them. She and Magnus grabbed what they could carry and went back downstairs.
“Peacock?” Felicia whispered in her headset.
“Yes.”
“I think the authorities have arrived. Two SUVs with lights flashing just pulled up. Get out of the house. There are four men coming up the drive.”
“Run,” Peacock screamed. “Get to the cars and have our agents bring them around to the utility road by the tunnel entrance.”
She and Magnus raced to the closet, through the door, and down the stairs. She didn’t have to say a word. The danger was clear. Once an outside door was open—bah boom.
Halfway to the tunnel’s end Peacock’s pace slowed. Magnus grabbed her hand and pulled her along. As he hit the first step leading to the outside, an explosion knocked them both off their feet. Magnus grabbed her arm again. He yanked her up the final step and pulled her out and onto the ground. Dust and debris smashed into the lower steps. The heat even half a kilometer away sucked oxygen from the air. Peacock and Magnus raced down the utility road to the waiting cars. Felicia was driving Peacock’s Aero.
“Move over,” Magnus said, and Felicia scooted to the passenger’s side. Peacock jumped into the back seat, and Magnus peeled away.
Peacock realized she was laughing. Escaping death was an amazing, insane feeling.
“How many maps and pictures did you bring out?” she asked. “I have a handful, maybe a dozen, but I dropped a few when the house blew.”
“If you hadn’t been so slow, I’d have made it out with everything I had,” Magnus said. “As it is, I have maybe eight.”
He tossed them to Felicia.
“Count them.” Peacock handed her what material she had as well.
After a moment sorting through them, Felicia exclaimed, “You guys found a goldmine. There are seven maps of the area between the White House and Andrews Air Force Base and fifteen pictures of limos, planes, and the president’s helicopter.”
“Did you hear that Ursa?” she whispered. “We may have solved this riddle.”
No response. She realized she hadn’t heard from Polaris or Ursa since he ordered her into the tunnel. Magnus reached up, touched the side of his head, and pulled his hand down. He gave Peacock a ‘let’s change the topic’ look and headed back to their hotel.
Something had disturbed her communication device. No communication was a problem. But they were heading home.
#
“Here’s to what’s his name.” Reed said. He and Lytle clinked glasses.
“To the van driver, poor bloke,” Lytle managed as he downed a pint.
“Yes, poor bloke indeed. But you and I still breathe.”
Reed had a list of names playing over and over in his mind. The name that popped up most often Arthur Pendleton was not going to like.
“Someone high up,” Reed said. “Someone close to Monroe called that strike. The missile and the van will have disintegrated. But we don’t know who’s responsible for the leak of information that led them to me.”
“Who do you think died in your house?” Lytle covered his mouth and belched. “Pardon me.”
“If some Herculeans died, the bodies won’t be identifiable. If responders or police died, we’ll know their names.” Reed stood, patted Lytle on the back. “You’re excused for your bad manners, my friend. I’m going to bed. We’ll head to my new home tomorrow.”



 
Chapter 26
 
“Your car had a scratch on the lower rear bumper when we picked it up at Heathrow.”
Peacock looked around the conference table. No one, including her, seemed to understand why that was important to Ursa. She, however, was the only one to voice it.
“We had to leave Reed’s property in a hurry, sorry.”
A scratch on a bumper, what did it matter?
“As with Martin, nothing is traceable to us except the paint scrapings. Let’s hope their people don’t find any.”
She didn’t understand the science that could trace paint to people, but she didn’t question Ursa. Instead she said, “I would think the firing of a weapon, or whatever it was that destroyed that van, would be cause for greater concern.”
“We used something top secret.” Ursa leaned back and swiveled in his chair obviously pleased with himself. “A rough translation of a Russian communications reads, ‘The blast came out of nowhere.’” He grinned. “The British know what happened, but they’re tight lipped. It’s complicated.”
Carna waved to Ursa that the presentation was ready.
“Everyone, give Peacock a hand,” Ursa said.
A few accolades could be heard. Felicia and Magnus smiled. Her close colleagues knew she didn’t thrive on applause.
“Polaris and I apologize for the screw-up of calling Reed’s number,” Carna said.
“Shit happens,” Peacock responded. “I hope Reed didn’t trace the call back to us.”
“He didn’t,” Carna snipped, “Now let’s review what Peacock and her team turned over to us.”
“The phone lists and numbers from Martin and Pendleton’s cell phones led us to Reed.” Ursa said, as Carna focused and highlighted the key numbers. “The papers and communications in Pendleton and Martin’s briefcases broadened our knowledge of the key players in The Sons of Tiw. The list of attendees at the meeting Peacock attended with the W.F.C. identified people we didn’t know were involved.”
Carna flashed a series of photographs and maps up on the screen.
“I’ll summarize the data we’ve seen,” Ursa said. “The Sons of Tiw is run by a ghost named Thomas Reed. He’s the head of that terrorist organization. Pendleton and the W.F.C. finance this terrorist group and give them their marching orders. But according to Pendleton’s records the W.F.C. members don’t know the details of Reed’s complete operation.”
Ursa rose from his chair to his full six-foot plus height. “We traced the van to a rental by J.R. Little in Glasgow. Does the name sound familiar Peacock?”
“Yes.” The name, Little, caught her attention and more. She wanted Lytle, Little, or whoever he was, dead. 
“Well, we know now where he is. And until he returns to the States, he’s not on our immediate radar.” Ursa placed both hands on the table and frowned. “We have a serious problem. We know Reed has a team here in the country. Our guess is with Monroe reelected; they’re going to attempt to assassinate him.”
“I agree,” Peacock said. “I watched Arthur during the voting. He hoped to achieve his goal of electing Russell and having Edmunds as Vice President.”
Her husband wanted to avoid bloodshed. But for his cause he was forced to approve of the assassination. “The Sons of Tiw will target Monroe.”
The room lights dimmed leaving a dusty glow around the screen. Ursa pointed at a photograph. “Where was this taken from? Why was it taken?”
The picture was of the South Lawn of the White House. There was a clear view of the takeoff and landing area for Marine One.
“I think . . .” Peacock said, but Ursa shut her down.
“Don’t speculate. Just listen.”
He centered in on several pictures and maps. “These are all concentrated along the route Marine One takes en route to Andrews Air force Base. The photos are of locations along those paths. The maps are possible driving directions from some place in Virginia to locations north of Andrews.”
Ursa turned and faced the group. “It’s obvious they’re trying to select an attack point, then record the drive time to and from their residence.”
“We forced Reed to run,” Magnus said. “I believe we also sped up his timetable. He’ll strike quickly now that he knows he’s been targeted.”
“Magnus is right,” Peacock said, hoping she wouldn’t be shushed again. “I’d say we have no more than forty-eight hours, if that.”
#
“The government’s on to something,” Van Meer said as he paced about in his condominium. “The raceway location is being watched. We’ve abandoned it and left nothing behind.”
“The next time Marine One takes off,” Reed answered. “Shoot it down.”
“Roger that. Monroe’s ego won’t allow him to alter his plans based on speculation.”
“Monroe is scheduled to fly to Seattle to speak at the West Coast Governor’s Conference tomorrow. Use the Old Auth Road location.”
Van Meer’s professional antennas sensed Reed’s nervousness. Nervousness was unlike Reed, but not unexpected after the attempt on his life. “Let me double check with Morgan. We’ve got to recheck the weaponry.”
“Don’t take too long. If not tomorrow, it will be too late, and Pendleton will be pissed. He doesn’t like to pay for a service and not receive it. Understand?”
Hans Van Meer understood all too well. But he also understood if his team couldn’t deliver, no team could. What bothered him was why Reed was targeted. No one was more careful than Thomas was. All of his associates were close knit. They didn’t have a mole inside The Sons of Tiw, or did they?
After Van Meer disconnected from Reed, he wrote down a shortlist of potential suspects who might have leaked the information leading to Reed’s whereabouts. Martin was missing. He couldn’t be ruled out. The W.F.C. might have a member with a change of heart. Claymore’s advisors were MI6. But that didn’t rule them out. Then there was Laverna Smythe Pendleton. He trusted Pendleton’s judgment, but still, things did move quite quickly in Greece. After Monroe was dead, he’d discuss his concerns with Arthur. Until then he had some nasty business to do.
Van Meer checked into a Spring Hill Suites along the Capitol Beltway. Morgan and Dunn vacated their furnished apartment and joined him. The Stingers were secured in a camper rental. “Tomorrow you drop me off at the Visitor’s Center parking garage, drive the camper to Old Auth Road, and wait for my call.”
“The freaking tracking electronics went buggers on me yesterday,” Dunn said. “But I’ve fixed it. If Morgan can hold the bloody thing steady, they’ll be singing “Hail to the Crispy Critter” before noon tomorrow.”
“Tell me about your bridge site trial runs,” Van Meer said, and flung his body onto one of the queen beds, as Morgan rolled onto the other.
“Why do I always get the foldout?” Dunn asked.
“Because you’re slower than a snail,” Morgan answered and tossed a pillow at him. 
Dunn pulled a bottle of ale out of the refrigerator and plopped down on the couch. “During the last six observations, only two cars came anywhere near the bridge. Marine One won’t be hard to spot once you call me with the tail number, unless Morgan has a black out.” Dunn threw the pillow back at Morgan. “From that bridge, we’re no more than four kilometers from our target while the helicopter is descending from 2,000 to 1,200 feet. The last three trials were picture perfect. We’re ready.”
#
“We can’t wait any longer, Arthur.”
Pendleton turned the lights in his office off and stretched out on his couch in the dark. No matter what Reed said, the leak didn’t come from Lovey. If anything, she’d helped him through a difficult time, and she called him from Edinburgh to tell him she’d approved the hotel for Crenshaw properties.
“I agree. Do what you must, but Thomas . . .”
“Yes?”
“Be careful before you accuse my wife of betrayal. Have indisputable evidence or next time I may forget we’re friends. Understood?”
The dripping of Reed’s sweat could be felt through the phone. “Yes, I understand. I’m sorry. But I am your friend. Be careful and keep your wits about you.”
“I always have my wits about me.” Pendleton disconnected.
With Reed preparing to assassinate Monroe, Pendleton swiveled his body toward the window overlooking Threadneedle Street. No woman, even his own mother, had Lovey’s magnetism and talent. She equaled him in every way, except the fact that she was female. She knew enough to defer to him, because that is the way God made the human race. If he was Zeus, she was Hera. But gods and goddesses were fickle, and a tiny seed of doubt planted itself in his mind.
Pendleton placed another call.
“Yes,” Vice President Edmunds answered. “I’m headed to a meeting.”
“Be prepared to assume the Office of the President soon.”
Edmunds remained silent.
“You know we own you. I’ve been sensing reluctance of late.”
“I’ll be ready.” Edmunds grunted. “But damn it, you know this call makes me an accomplice to . . .”
“You’re not a bloody accomplice to anything. Just be ready.”
Pendleton hung up. Could he trust Edmunds? That didn’t matter. Edmunds would become the president and the E.U. and the W.F.C. would temporarily run things. Money and reputation rule in the end. The man wouldn’t go far in the new world government. He claimed to be a sincere follower of the Global Realm, but a sincere follower exhibited different qualities. Hans Van Meer and Milton Rogers were examples of true believers.
#
Homeland Security Agents Millwood and Clarke crept up to the old raceway repair building as dusk approached. Too much rain and too little slope had ruined their ability to identify other tire tracks. A trace on the tags of the truck parked near the building revealed the owner’s name as Lloyd Barker. The vehicle was a red Ford truck, license number DVL-4012, Virginia plates. If the owner of the truck or anyone else was inside that building, the only way out was to fight, surrender, or die.
Weapons in hand, the two hugged the north wall until they came upon the door. 
“Try the knob,” Millwood whispered.
Clarke turned the knob and pushed the creaky door open. He flashed his badge as the two rushed in. “We’re Federal Agents. Drop any weapons and put your hands above your heads.”
The light filtering through the open door revealed old tires, motor parts, and miscellaneous tools partially covered by tarps. Dust, thick enough to write your name in, covered everything except a narrow swept lane leading to stairs. The stairs ascended to what appeared to be a loft. Millwood headed up while Clarke explored the lower floor.
“No one here,” Millwood called down. “They must have ditched the truck and left.”
Millwood came back downstairs to find Clarke coming out of a bathroom on the east wall.
“Someone’s been using this place. The toilet’s too clean for a place that’s vacant.”
“The upstairs has a window facing south. The window’s been removed and replaced.” A frown furrowed Millwood’s face. “By the looks of things up there, floor scrapes and nicks along the window frame, something heavy has been moved around up there.”
“Like a Stinger?”
“Maybe.”
“They’re on to us,” Clarke said. “I doubt we’ll find anything at Barker’s place either.”
“Not good. We’re running out of time.”
#
Pendleton’s steady glare mesmerized Latovsky as the two sat in the State Kremlin Palace. The power was all Pendleton’s and he knew it. He controlled his business partner’s fate. The Russian President paled as he drummed his thick fingers on the table.
“Why am I being forced to wait?” Latovsky grumbled. “In six months’ time, Russian forces could swarm Iran from two directions. The first wave rolls down the east side of the Caspian Sea and straight into Tehran. The second heads west, slashing apart Chechnya and Azerbaijan in the process. The two join forces near Zanjan, then move southwest into Iraq and Baghdad.”
“Two reasons,” Pendleton responded. “First, the Iranians and Syrians think their biggest threat is the western bloc—the E.U. and the Americans. As of today, they don’t consider you their enemy. Keep it that way, total surprise.”
Pendleton reached out and placed his hand over Latovsky’s drumming fingers, holding firm until the drumming stopped. “Second, I won’t give you the money until I’m ready. I’m not ready. Our brilliant mind is still a year away from sequencing for remote firing of American missiles.”
Pendleton smiled. “Success is in the timing.”
Latovsky tried to move his hand. But Pendleton didn’t budge.
“We’re looking at eighteen months then before we stand at the gates of Jerusalem?” Latovsky asked.
“It would be foolish to strike without my support,” Pendleton said. “And of course, the support of a United Nation led by Britain and the E.U. Jump too soon and you might find yourself in a war you don’t want to have.”
The Russian President shook his head. “When you put it that way, I guess I see the wisdom of waiting.”
“Don’t worry about the Israelis.” Pendleton released Latovsky’s hand. “The Israelis are giving us the motive by their continued missile assaults on Iranian manufacturing facilities. You move when I tell you. You’ll save thousands of Russian soldiers’ lives in the process. They’ll erect a statute to you more opulent than Lenin’s.”
“Yes,” Latovsky said. “It all makes sense.”
“Of course it does.”
“After tomorrow, it will seem even more logical.” Pendleton smiled. “Think about this. Right before World War I, the world was ruled by a handful of royal families. In one century, royalty crumbled. Only a few figureheads remain today.”
“Yes, but what are you getting at.”
“Today the surge is toward democracy, which is as weak a form of government as kingdoms. But by the end of the 21st Century, an enlightened leadership and a one-world government will rise, proving all other forms lacking.”
Latovsky nodded and extended his hand. “To the greater good,” he said.
Pendleton shook hands, turned, and left. Now he had to board a plane to Beijing. He didn’t expect this trip to be successful, but he had to try.



 
Chapter 27
 
Day 651
“I don’t understand why you can’t make a small incision and replace the implant?” Peacock smirked, as she stood, hands on her hips and ready to do battle. “It should be as simple as changing out a pacemaker.”
“There, there,” Ursa said in a patronizing tone that irritated her. “The device is far too complex. Proper transmission is unique to each individual. Both you and Magnus will have to wait at least three weeks before another receiver-transmitter is installed. Until then, I don’t want either of you on an active assignment. For you, other than working at Room 1515 and instructing at training camp, you’re off duty.”
“Who will replace me?”
“Felicia is taking your place in the search for Reed’s people.”
“If Felicia can go without an active implant, why can’t I?”
“Honestly, you’re too valuable. You have far greater capabilities. I lose her. I lose an agent. I lose you. I lose the equivalent of a team of eight.”
Her pursed lips turned up into a smile, and she nodded. Ursa knew how to stroke that huge ego of hers. Damn him. He did a great job of it. What a vain creature I am, she thought. Still she couldn’t bring herself to believe she would be in any danger. “What about my visit with Arthur in Los Angeles?”
“I guess you’ll have to wing it. I’ll give you instructions. You’ll have to find a more conventional way of relaying your findings.”
“Can’t I work in the command center alongside Carna and your team?” she grumped.
A hand to his chin indicated Ursa was considering her suggestion. Her attitude brightened.
“An intriguing thought, so I’ll offer a compromise. I’ll set-up a communication unit in your room. You can listen in on our operation real-time after your shift.
“Okay boss,” she said, “It’s your mission. I’ll do what I’m told.”
#
Assassinating Monroe and the upcoming visit to China consumed Pendleton’s waking hours. As he conversed with Reed via satellite, he hoped to hear something encouraging that would brighten his day.
“I’m quite sure U.S. Homeland Security hasn’t the slightest idea what our plan is. Now that we’ve changed the timing our chance of success goes up,” Reed said.
He strolled about his new communications room, obsessively brushing lint off his pants as they chatted. “They can only speculate whether there even is a plan to kill Monroe.”
“That depends on what they did or didn’t find in your home,” Pendleton answered. “Your people on the ground said they had a team on your property when the police unfortunately tripped your booby trap.”
“We don’t know if they ever got their team inside. The only way they could have gotten in was through the tunnel. I doubt they had time. Even if they did, they didn’t get out. Tomorrow we’ll kill Monroe.”
“A perfect ending to a perfect day,” Pendleton said. “Monroe travels to the West Coast, but his helicopter gets blown out of the sky. I’ll watch it on the telly. Keep me posted.”
His trip to Russia had been a success. He’d swaggered through the day, and hopefully he wouldn’t have to resort to Plan B. Still, he wasn’t as optimistic as Reed. Pendleton’s opponents were crafty, intelligent, and devious. Now, an hour before he boarded his plane to Beijing with Milton Rogers, he prayed that God would forgive him for doing what was necessary.
As Pendleton cut his satellite feed, his cell buzzed.
“Good afternoon Madam Prime Minister. In only a matter of hours, we’ll be a giant step closer to world peace.”
“With yet another murder to accomplish our goal,” she sighed. “Murder doesn’t make me feel all that happy, although I approved the assassination attempt. His wife is a sweet girl. Pity.”
“It’s justified all the same.” A twinge of guilt rose in him. But Monroe and the United States stood in the way of the W.F.C. and the E.U.’s plan for a one-world government. “As you yourself so aptly put it, ‘Zionists and Muslim fanatics have been a thorn in our side for centuries.’”
“I know our objective.”
“Latovsky is onboard, Madam. Whether Professor Cline accomplishes his programming or not, with Carter Edmunds in the White House, the Holy Lands will eventually be ours.”
Claymore cleared her throat. “At any rate, it’s a messy business. I’m not sure I have the stomach for much more.”
“I’ll keep you posted,” Pendleton said. Unfortunately, there was bound to be worse things than an assassination coming. But God and history were on his side. Eliminate religious bickering and prejudice, put the world economy in the hands of an enlightened leader, and direct the future unification of all nations. The goal demanded difficult things be done.
#
Hans Van Meer kept his left foot atop a briefcase with his new papers in it identifying him as Steve Petrie. He edged against the concrete wall at his observation point his cell in one hand and high definition binoculars in the other.
President Monroe, the First Lady, and their entourage came out onto the South Lawn at precisely 2:51 p.m. The Press Corp snapped pictures, as the President stopped for a moment and said a few words. His children with their dog at their side waved goodbye as the president boarded the helicopter.
Van Meer was about to relay a call, when he saw three black cars entering the parking garage and blocking the lanes below.
Legs move fast!
He was down the stairs, out of the garage, and down the block in seconds. Looking back, four men armed, vested for combat, headed up the stairs he’d just descended. Van Meer dialed as he escaped.
“The targets are both onboard. The tail number is 029.”
“Roger that,” Dunn answered.
Van Meer’s job was finished. Now he needed time to head home. He usually loved assignments like this. He had a head start out of the country before the actual crime was committed. But if the CIA or Herculean agents were in that parking garage looking for him, his position had been compromised and Reed was wrong about the U.S. Government not having a clue as to how things were going down.
A dark thought embedded in his mind. If this plot failed, Laverna Smythe Pendleton would leap to the top of the suspect list.
#
“He won’t be there.” Peacock swung around to face Ursa who watched the satellite scene unfold from her hotel room.
“Why not?”
“The best of our kind have a sixth sense.” Peacock shot him a nasty look. “He was out of that building before your people went up the stairs. They should have guarded the stairwells before the cars went in.”
Ursa grunted. “You’re right. I’ll mark that on my ledger.”
“You should have consulted me before sending them.”
Ursa didn’t acknowledge her remark.
“Where are Felicia and her team?”
“They’re patrolling by car near Andrews and Route 337. When the Stinger is fired, they should be able to get a line on where it came from.”
“If the Stinger’s fired, Monroe is dead regardless of our ability to catch the assassins. We’re operating on iffy information.”
Ursa’s smile made her feel like a two-year old again. He was condescending. Either he knew something she didn’t, or he was too arrogant to listen to reason.
#
 Dunn pulled the truck into a thick grassy area well out of sight. Morgan tucked a large leather case as big as a golf bag under his arm and climbed the steps to the platform underneath the bridge at Old Auth Road. He had maybe five minutes before the target arrived.
There was a property cleared on the southwest side of the road that looked like it was being prepared for a parking lot. On the southeast side where Dunn had parked, a sleepy neighborhood lay beyond the grassy area. The people living in this neighborhood are about to become famous, Dunn thought as he scrambled up next to Morgan. He unloaded the missiles, as Morgan readied the Stinger.
“I’m rechecking the calibrations,” Morgan said, as he worked on the electronics. “You’ll fire the first missile on my mark, reload, and four seconds later fire the second one.”
The two sat in silence for a while. Then Dunn said, “Do you ever get nervous about these things?”
“Yes, so I chew gum. Want a piece?”
Dunn nodded. “Ah, Juicy Fruit, haven’t had Juicy Fruit since I was a lad.”
“There!” Morgan cried out. “Three helicopters coming in from the west. All right now, they’re at 2,000 feet.”
He adjusted the focus of his unit and scanned each aircraft. “Hold on, Sport, something’s amiss. Take a look. We’ve forty-five seconds. What do you think?”
Dunn looked through the sight. “If that’s a VH-71, I’m the bloody Prime Minister. Call Van Meer.”
When Van Meer answered, Morgan heard the distinct sound of Washington traffic. But he didn’t have time to question it.
“I think we’ve been made. The chopper marked 029 is not a VH-71.”
“That’s a decoy and a flimsy one.” Van Meer then spoke to someone about turning toward Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport. “Be patient. My guess is another grouping will be coming along shortly.”
Another grouping and a little cat and mouse, Morgan thought. He stood up as the helicopters flew out of range. “They’re flying a decoy. Van Meer says be patient and wait.”
Dunn had just put down the unit and stretched when a black car appeared in the distance coming down the road toward them. “Duck down.”
A second came up behind the first, and the two cars crept along. Morgan touched Dunn’s shoulder and whispered. “Do you think they’re looking for us?”
Dunn crawled to the edge of the platform. The cars pulled over near Medford Ave. Two men got out of the lead car. They walked back to talk to a woman driving the other vehicle. After a moment, they went back to their car. Both cars turned left onto Medford, and disappeared.
“I suspect they are,” Dunn said. “But they don’t know where we are. They’re going the wrong direction.”
A grouping of dark objects caught Morgan’s eye. “Look out there a little lower on the horizon, I’d say 1,500 feet. What do you see?”
“Bloomin’ choppers.”
“There are three—all VH-71’s,” Morgan said. “Take your position.”
He calibrated distance and height. “They’re almost five kilometers away and changing formation. The one with 209 on its tail is partially blocked from view.”
“I see it. We’ve got maybe twenty seconds.”
Morgan looked for an opening. “Fire one.”
Dunn fired, and Morgan reloaded. “Fire two.”
The three helicopters veered and swerved. But to no avail. Both missiles struck Marine One ripping it to pieces mid-air. The wreckage fell to the ground in a ball of flame.
“See, just like I told ya. ‘Hail to the Crispy Critter.’”
#
Peacock’s mouth dropped open as the helicopter exploded. She swung her chair around and pointed at Ursa. “What the hell just happened?”
“Our enemies wasted their ammo on a decoy.”
The satellite feed Carna was operating from command central swung to an area near the south section of the Capital Beltway. Carna focused on two black cars, as Ursa said, “Felicia and her team are within two blocks from where the missiles were fired.”
#
Felicia slammed on her brakes. “Missiles fired no more than a couple hundred yards from here.”
“From the sound they have to be back off Old Auth Road,” a team member in the other car radioed to her.
“Turn around and head back.”
Ursa had ten two-agent teams patrolling along the flight path south of the Beltway between Brinkley Rd, Allentown Road, and Route 337.
“To all units, this is Unit One,” Felicia radioed. “Block off Old Auth Road at Route 337. We’re west of that location on Carswell heading back to Auth. The road’s closed to the north for construction, so the only escape route is south.”
Felicia swallowed back her excitement. Leading this important team gave her chance to show her capabilities. She loved Peacock. They’d gone through training together. But whatever she accomplished, Peacock beat her by a substantial margin. She’d accepted working for Peacock, and Peacock treated her well. She was in charge now and couldn’t let Ursa or Peacock down.
The two cars turned left onto Old Auth and headed toward the Beltway. Felicia spotted two men climbing down a stairway from a construction platform under the bridge.
“There! Try to take them alive.”
#
“Bloody hell, move your arse,” Morgan yelled as Dunn took his first step down from the platform.
Dunn pointed toward the south. “The black cars are back. So long as there’s only two, I think we can pin them down.” 
Still eight feet above the ground, Morgan dropped the unit he was carrying and scrambled back up onto the platform.
“They’re good targets from here,” Dunn yelled. “Keep them pinned in the car.”
Shots rang out and glass shattered as the female rolled out her door and scurried back behind the vehicle. The other agent never made it out as machine gun bullets peppered the vehicle.
“The black bitch made it out,” Morgan shouted. “Where did you stow the grenade?”
“In the outside cuff of the carry bag.”
“More crispy critters coming up.”
#
“This is Agent Lange. I’ve got a man down at the bridge by the Beltway and Auth.”
The second car pulled in behind Felicia’s vehicle. The agents jumped out and returned fire. Felicia pulled her revolver from her vest. Heart pounding in her chest, she leaned around the rear fender and fired, as two other vehicles now pulled up farther back, and seven Herculeans were now on the scene.
Felicia crawled around to the right side of her car to avoid being in the crossfire. She worked her way toward the passenger-side door on her belly. From there she had the best angle for accuracy. One of the two men on the platform unloaded his AK 47 at her while the other ducked back near the rear of the platform fumbling with the ammunition belt he’d pulled from a carry bag.
He’s going to throw a grenade.
#
“Throw the grenade now” Dunn yelled and sprayed AK 47 fire down on his enemies. Several shots rang out and Morgan screamed as the grenade fell from his hands.
“Mother Mary,” Dunn managed to blurt out before his thoughts ceased.
#
Felicia crouched low, aimed, and fired four shots at the man with the ammunition belt. An explosion shook the ground and the platform blew up throwing a cloud of wooden and concrete pieces into the air as it collapsed. Concrete from the underside of the beltway crumbled onto Old Auth Road revealing the rebar on the underside of the bridge. Then all was quiet.
Felicia rolled up onto her knees and opened the car door. Help was too late for the agent inside. She looked down to see blood running along her arm from underneath her armpit. She dropped to the ground, as three other agents rushed the platform. Felicia whispered into her radio, “Any plan we had for taking those bastards alive has turned bad. Please send me medical aid, before I bleed to death.”
#
Van Meer’s cab pulled up at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport. He rushed inside and purchased a First Class ticket to London under the name Steve Petrie. As he sat in the VIP Lounge, a passport picture of him as Lloyd Barker appeared on the television screen.
“This is Stan Kaplan, CNN, broadcasting live,” the reporter said. “We’re circling over the intersection of Temple Hill and Kirby Roads south of Camp Springs, Maryland. Our information is sketchy at best, but it is reported that a helicopter has either crashed or been shot down near Andrews Air Force base at approximately 3:13 p.m.”
The wreckage was visible. Van Meer could see the symbol of the President of the United States on the tail of the helicopter.
“The photo in the left corner of your screen,” Kaplan said, “is of a man identified as Lloyd Barker. He’s a person of interest in the investigation of this incident. If you see this man, call 911 and report him immediately. Do not try to apprehend him alone. He is armed and considered dangerous.”
Van Meer wasn’t armed. He chuckled to himself. Yes, he was extremely dangerous and an expert in hiding in plain sight. He got up, moved to the back of the lounge, and ordered a Heineken.
An unidentified voice spoke on CNN. “We’ve just been notified that Hayden Lawrence, Director of Homeland Security, is ready to make a statement from his office in Washington D.C.”
Red, white, and blue bars appeared momentarily on the screen. Then, a live feed from Andrews Air force base showed President Monroe and the First Lady waving to reporters at the foot of Air force One. CNN split their screen and Director Lawrence read his report. “This afternoon a special elite force thwarted a plot to assassinate President Monroe and his wife.”
Cameras focused on late arriving media personnel.
“Over the past several months, we have been speculating that an attack on Marine One was being planned. Today, that attack was executed, but the helicopter shot down was an unmanned decoy.”
Van Meer muttered an obscenity under his breath. U.S. intelligence had figured out his plan. But they couldn’t have known until yesterday. Only then had he received the go from Reed. He bowed his head as the video feed changed to the location on Old Auth Road. Wreckage beneath the bridge could be clearly seen.
“Fortunately,” Director Lawrence said. “Two mobile units dispatched to look for the launch site were within close proximity when the missiles were fired. Our elite forces swarmed the area, and in the ensuing battle, two of the terrorists and one federal agent were killed.”
“How far reaching is this operation?” a reporter asked. “Are other nations involved?”
“We’re aware of three terrorists teamed up in this operation, two are dead, and one is on the loose. As far as other nations involved, that’s classified. I can tell you that no organization has yet claimed responsibility.”
“Here’s to you Morgan. Here’s to you Dunn.” Van Meer toasted his comrades and finished his beer. He glanced at his watch, grabbed his ticket, and left the lounge area. He was in an unpredictable business. Sometimes you win—sometimes not.
#
“Is Felicia going to be all right?” Peacock asked. “I need to go to her.”
“Your question should have been: ‘We have unmanned helicopter technology capable of deploying a decoy so large?’” Ursa scrunched up his face.
“I’m sorry. I forgot—mission before people, right?”
Ursa nodded. “Now back to your question. If Felicia is alive, you’ll see her as soon as possible. If not, you go back to Room 1515. You do not shed one tear. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
She did understand. She wouldn’t cry. She couldn’t, except when she was with Arthur. If Felicia died, Peacock would speak good words at her funeral. If she was alive, she’d like to compliment her partner on her good work.
“I’ll tell her I’m proud of her. Flattery will go a long way toward assuring her loyalty to me.”
“You’re learning,” Ursa said. “I’m proud of you.”
He’s toying with me.
“I have another question,” Peacock said, not responding to Ursa’s use of the word proud. “Did I see the first mission of a classified military helicopter?”
Ursa smiled. “Yes, and hopefully its last.”
#
The picture on Van Meer’s passport appeared different from the one he’d used entering the country. He’d shaved the mustache and dressed like a rich businessman. Still, he couldn’t change his facial structure. A suspicious and well-trained Homeland Security agent could recognize him.
Time to hide in the open.
Van Meer headed toward the security checkpoint observing others in the line. A lady in front of him struggled with controlling her children. She couldn’t follow the check-in procedures and tie shoes at the same time.
“You look like you need help,” Van Meer said. “Where are you traveling?”
“I’m taking my kids to see my ex.” She grinned, and he felt a connection. “He’s in London. Then I’m going sightseeing. And yes, they’re a handful, and I need another pair of hands myself.”
“How about mine?” Van Meer corralled the littlest of the three. “What’s your name young man?”
“Bobby.”
“Bobby, let me help you with your shoes.”
Van Meer untied Bobby’s shoes and pointed to the screening area. “Do you see those mean looking people at the security checkpoint?”
“Yes,” the little mop-haired boy answered.
“They’re looking for bad guys. Give me your ticket. I’ll see you get by them without being arrested.”
“Okay.” The little boy’s blue eyes widened. He gripped Van Meer’s hand and headed off to his adventure. Hans Van Meer wasn’t pulled aside for a more thorough pat down.
#
Van Meer woke early. His companion for a week in London still slept—her children safe with their father.
“Alas my love I do thee wrong,” he whispered to her and kissed her cheek. He left a thousand pounds and a note telling her to buy as many memories as she could. He’d showed her London and the English countryside. He’d screwed the daylights out of her with no complaints. Now he would slip out of their hotel room early in the morning, grab the Chunnel train to Paris, and drive to Delft. There he would slip back into obscurity until called by Reed for his next assignment.
He rejoiced ever so slightly that he was considered a friend by both Pendleton and Reed. They’d made him a multi-millionaire. He enjoyed playing both the diplomat and the spy. Sad though, the loss of Morgan. Morgan was the best boots-on-the-ground man for these kinds of missions. But someone would step up and take his place. Someone always did.
Plan B most certainly would become the next big adventure. Maybe Reed would include him. Maybe not. Placing a double agent on the staff of the president was more in Reed’s line of work. The maneuvering would take time. More time than either Pendleton or Claymore wanted. But that wasn’t his problem. The air was brisk. The sun shone bright, and Hans Van Meer had lived to fight another day.



 
Chapter 28
 
Day 660
“God, I’m thankful the bullet hit where it did.” Felicia raised her right arm up a little and pointed at her armpit as she waited to be released. “Unless I raise my arm so a guy can see my scar, I’m still drop-dead gorgeous.”
“Will you ever be able to raise your right arm up over your head?” Peacock asked. “All those bandages seem ominous.”
“The bullet destroyed a couple of lymph nodes, a lot of fatty tissue, and hit an artery that almost killed me. Long range I’ll be fine except for some numbness.”
A crammed duffle bag held everything she’d brought to the hospital. One of Ursa’s people had already carried the duffle bag out.
“Let’s walk down to the sitting area and wait for your nurse to bring the wheelchair,” Peacock said. “I’m sure you’re eager to get out of here.”
“More than eager, the boredom’s killing me.”
We’re so alike, Peacock thought. The girls working Room 1515, at least those advancing in their assignments, were all high energy, high intelligence, easily bored women. In a world still dominated by predator-men, the use of sexual charms was as effective as their ability to kill. Herculean women excelled in both.
She helped Felicia out of her room and waved to the nurses’ stations to let them know where they’d be. The two walked down the hall to the sitting area.
Hospitals irritated Peacock, drab colored walls and grouchy people with a smell of antiseptic tossed in. Once she had the opportunity, Felicia sprawled out on a couch. Peacock found a comfortable chair and took in a deep breath. “I need to talk, and I need to be able to trust you.”
“You can trust me, Lovey.”
“I thought I could trust Daphne. Could I?”
“I understand. Look, if I betray your trust, you’ll kill me like you did her.”
“I’ll trust your logic.” She looked across the room at Felicia and focused on her face. “I think I’m pregnant.”
“What?” Felicia shot straight up. Her eyes opened wide. “Okay, now I don’t want to hear this. I think I might have pulled out a stitch,” she said and rubbed her arm.
“Who else can I share this with?”
Felicia’s face softened. “Does Ursa know?”
“I’m not crazy. I’ll tell him when I’m sure. I’ll tell him when I have a plan to put with the news.”
Something inside her had prompted her to tell her secret. She didn’t understand why. But then she couldn’t explain her love for Pendleton either. Maybe she needed a girlfriend, a person to confide in who would understand. Felicia was a Herculean like herself. She was growing in confidence and skill. Before Pendleton, Peacock could have cared less about friendships. Now she needed one friend. What better person to bare her soul to.
“God, Lovey, in our work no telling who the father is.”
“It’s Arthur’s baby. I stopped taking my pills the day Magnus trained me on the Aero. I’ve only had sex with Arthur since then.”
“Okay.” Felicia bit her lower lip. “I’d take a D.N.A. test. What harm would that do? You’re sure you’re sure?”
“I’ve missed a period and my test kit turned a bright positive twice. I don’t want to panic yet, but I’m ninety-nine percent certain.”
“Why did you stop taking the pills? You planned this didn’t you?”
“It’s complicated.”
Her reasoning went beyond complicated. The day she met Pendleton she’d toyed with the fantasy of having children. Why? She wasn’t sure. Maybe so her family-line wouldn’t die out. Once she married him, she burned to produce a son, a brilliant combination of the two of them. Ego? Yes. But something else she didn’t understand drove her.
“I won’t have an abortion, and I’m not quitting Hercules. So I guess I’ll hire three or four nannies.”
“No, Ursa will put your baby with Herculean caregivers. You’ll rarely see the baby. You’ll be on assignments.” Felicia stretched, glanced around, and yawned. “The painkillers are working. We’d better strategize, or I’ll fall asleep.”
“Arthur’s mother might raise the baby.”
“Lovey,” Felicia said, “I don’t know what arrangement you and Arthur have. To keep up impressions, she has to think you’re raising her grandchild.”
“Or, we have to give her a good reason why I’m not able to care for the baby.”
She had the desire to have a child. But Ursa needed her to detach from outside obligations while on assignment. “I’m not meant to raise children. I want to nurse for a few weeks, then get back to work. My job won’t allow much more. But my children will get to know their mother. Arthur doesn’t have the time to raise children. His mother’s the best choice.”
“So you’re talking children, not child.”
“Between assignments, maybe. I’ll work it out with Ursa when the time comes.”
She expected to hear Felicia tell her she was crazy. Instead, her friend said, “I’ll help out any way I can.”
Felicia’s eyes closed. In the depths of Peacock’s soul, she knew she’d lied about not being meant to raise her children. She desperately wanted to, but Ursa would not understand.
#
Twice during the flight to Beijing, Pendleton threatened to return to London. The Chinese leadership, furious with him for the financial maneuvering that almost bankrupt them, had planned to send a lower level official to greet him at the airport. Pendleton made his position clear. He would be met by Hui Ming, President of the National Peoples’ Congress, and none other.
“It’s not that critical,” Rogers said, as the jet circled over Mongolian airspace waiting for a response from the Chinese. “He’s scheduled to be in the negotiations.”
“It’s extremely important. I must establish myself as an adversary to be respected. Throgmorton was met by a Vice Premier of the State Council.”
“The Chinese respected Eric’s age.” Rogers folded his hands behind his head and leaned back in his seat. “That’s why you bought me. Isn’t it? You wanted to show my grey hair to them.”
“Ming will meet you,” a member of his staff called out from the business center on Pendleton’s plane. “General Secretary Li Ziyang sends his assurances.”
“Acceptable, let’s get this negotiation going.”
Pendleton landed at eleven in the morning Beijing time, accompanied by Milton Rogers, European Union Commission President, Irene Finn of Ireland, and four W.F.C. staffers. Ming greeted them on the red carpet and escorted them to their accommodations. Two days of meetings in the Zhongnanhai area, Beijing, lay ahead. The W.F.C., the E.U., and the Chinese leadership would discuss the financial future of non-Russian Asia behind closed doors.
As he unpacked his suitcase, taking an occasional glance at the Forbidden City from the twelfth floor of his hotel, his phone rang. “Yes.”
“Arthur, Van Meer here. The news isn’t good. They were expecting an attack on Marine One. My teammates died.”
Pendleton’s face flushed. “A hedge of angels must surround Monroe. We couldn’t defeat him politically. We couldn’t kill him with Plan A.”
Van Meer sighed.
“Things were going swimmingly until Dusseldorf, ole boy,” Van Meer said. “Think, Arthur, who’s the joker in the deck? Someone found Reed’s cell-phone number. Someone contacted him, blew up his van, and entered his house. That person got the information that led to our plot being uncovered. There are no angels guarding Monroe. Think on that.”
#
An emotional turmoil long ignored plagued Peacock when she learned about her pregnancy. Maybe she was going insane. She had to confront her past. She rented a compact vehicle on the Saturday after Felicia left the hospital and drove off, not sure if her resolve would help her or hurt her in the long term. Peacock headed west and then southwest toward Pembroke, Virginia, the place of her birth.
She couldn’t go home by way of the route where her family died. Instead, she drove to Radford and backtracked. She’d almost enrolled in Radford College. The money left to her was enough to cover the cost. But she loved the thought of working in a hotel. Hotels never closed, and she could earn a good living with thousands of unimportant people she didn’t need to get close to.
Widener University in Chester, Pennsylvania was her choice and a good one. She could close her eyes and picture herself jogging from the Academic Center North to the Widener Hotel dozens of times a week. Then a posting on the career board listing her major under government jobs caught her eye, and eventually landed her in New York and ultimately working for Ursa in Washington.
For one moment, Peacock was Donna O’Connor again. She turned down Cascade Drive to the house she was born and raised in, a three bedroom two-story, with a garage that wouldn’t hold a car. Her father, a local minister, complained the yard was too big to mow and the house too small for the family. He was right.
She parked out front and sat for a short time. There was nothing here for her. No fond memories. A gray fog existed where her past before the accident lived in her mind. The first sixteen years of her life seemed unreal and void of meaning. She needed to see for herself that the sights and sounds here didn’t impact her. Her pain was for her brother mostly. Her hatred was toward God and toward her father who had so staunchly defended God before the accident.
Scowling, she restarted the engine and drove away. Ursa was right. This part of her life was a wasteland. Still she had one more place to go.



 
Chapter 29
 
As Arthur Pendleton marched into the meeting room with his advisors, Chinese and English translators raced into position. Reporters from foreign outlets had been banded from the entire Central Beijing area. The meeting wasn’t held in the usual politically correct locations, but in the Communist Party Headquarters itself. Financial necessity had won the battle over the Chinese leadership’s total disdain for Arthur Pendleton.
Pendleton refused the traditional formalities. He knew who the man in power was, Li Ziyang, the General Secretary of the Communist Party, and he spoke directly to him. “I understand your reluctance to meet with us and with me specifically. I’ve maneuvered your government into a financial bind. I’ve supported the Japanese to your displeasure.”
“I’m very close to President Charles Monroe,” Ziyang replied. “I hope those responsible for the attempt on his life all receive punishment in due time.”
Ziyang’s words scratched Pendleton, and his narrow grey eyebrows sent daggers flying at his enemy. He straightened his shoulders and sat tall, looking across the table at Pendleton as he would a thief. Pendleton kept his anger hidden.
“I believe in justice General Secretary,” Pendleton said. “I believe in worldwide cooperation and a good quality of life for everyone. To that end I’m here to offer you an olive branch.”
His translator spoke to another man for a moment, and Pendleton assumed the term olive branch needed some clarification. Rumors said Ziyang could be ruthless himself. Even having entertained the idea of reestablishing the title, Chairman, for his position, a title retired after Mao died.
“Japan’s decision to adopt the Euro as its main currency opens up an opportunity for China.” Pendleton said, keeping his focus on Ziyang. “If we assist in bolstering the Renminbi (Yuan) by lifting the peg that links it to the sinking U.S. Dollar, your currency jumps to number one in the Pacific rim.”
“If you do this, what do you expect from us in return?”
“I expect nothing initially and your neutrality long term.”
Ziyang nodded in the direction of Premier Xiang Liang Yu. “Let us recess for an hour.”
“Fine,” Pendleton said. “Your people will verify the adverse effect this will have on the Rupee, Rupiah, and the Won.”
“One question,” President Ming said. “Why the change of heart?”
“May I quote Sun Tzu?”
“Yes, but do not misquote him.” Ming smiled.
“There is no instance of a nation benefitting from prolonged warfare.”
The Chinese stood and the Europeans followed their movements.
“One hour,” Ziyang repeated.
#
Donna O’Connor couldn’t get out of her car. Nothing fazed her as Peacock or Laverna. But the real girl inside scared the hell out of her. She wasn’t Peacock, or Laverna, or Donna anymore. She wasn’t anyone she knew. She reacted to the role she was in, but outside of a role, she didn’t exist. Pendleton would arrive in less than a week, and she would have to tell him about the baby. Would he approve? No one in her life could give her unbiased advice. So for the first time since their funeral, she stared out her driver’s side window at her family’s graves.
Finally, she forced herself out the car door. She tugged her skirt down ladylike so her knees were covered. She looked up at the rugged hills outside Eggleston, Virginia, the hills that took her parents’ lives, and forced her feet forward toward the gravesites.
Snowflakes wisped past her. Some touched her face, melting, and mingling with her tears. Her childhood was only a shadow in her memory. She couldn’t visualize the faces of her loved ones. But there she stood at the base of her father’s grave. Her mother and brother lay next to him, one on each side. Words clogged in her throat. Only a choking sound came out.
She supposed the dead didn’t need to hear her voice.
I’m
mortally wounded, Dad. My mind and emotions are dying. Even my feelings for Arthur can’t be described as love—only a boost to my ego. One day, I’m afraid I’ll be just a whore and a cold-blooded murderer.
She licked melting snow off her lips and sighed.
I’m pregnant. I want the child, but I’m afraid to grow fond of it. Everyone I love dies. That’s why I know I don’t love Arthur. He’s very much alive.

She fisted her hands.
If God is real, why did He allow you to die the way you did? Answer me that.
Her train of thought was interrupted by another car pulling up behind hers. She recognized the vehicle as Ursa’s. Even in a private moment, things weren’t private. He was up the incline and at her side quicker than she expected for someone his age.
“A strange place to find you,” he said.
“We’re what, a three hour drive from your office.” She turned and stepped toward him. “You shouldn’t be trying to find me.”
“This part of your life is best left alone.”
“Damn it. I needed some answers.” But she’d asked her question and silence was the response. She slumped. “I suppose you’re right.”
Ursa put his arm around her. They stood motionless at her family’s gravesite. Her mind sorted the facts back into neat piles—duty, loyalty, to both Ursa and to Pendleton, and to her conscience. Her duty stayed steadfast. She would defend the country her parents loved to her death. Her loyalty to Ursa and to Pendleton had tightrope-like consequences. She’d been able to juggle both, but the time would come when she’d receive an order that would force her to choose between them. Whom she’d choose varied day-by-day.
As to conscience, she had none in the true sense of the word. Mercy, yes, the kind she’d shown Daphne. She did have that practical moral upbringing after all. She could quote the Scripture about serving two masters, loving one and hating the other. As of this moment, she loved neither. But the concept rang true. Serving one of them would eventually become her downfall.
“You’re right, Boss,” she said. “I need to look forward, not back.”
“The team needs you.” Ursa took her hands and kissed her cheek. “I need you.”
#
Ziyang mulled the conversation he’d had with his leadership over in his mind. Pendleton came with a gift of short-term benefit, but a badly needed gift. Within a few years, the world would be forced to unite under Pendleton’s thumb. Except, Ziyang and the Chinese government would never bend the knee to him. To avoid the necessity, Ziyang had already begun planning for sacrifices, plans to be as self-sufficient as possible. If he couldn’t achieve that goal, the world would be plunged into total war.
He nodded to the doorman, and he and his team reentered the meeting room.
“Let’s be blunt,” Ziyang said. “We accept your offer with the stipulation that the movement in the financial market does not look contrived.”
“Agreed,” Pendleton said. “I learned how to do that from you.”
“And you . . . what do you get?”
“I weaken my most vulnerable enemy, the Muslim world, and make peace with you, one less vulnerable.”
“You mentioned the Won. But we see that currency affected the least.”
“You are, as always, correct. Iran, Iraq, India, Pakistan, and Indonesia will be the real losers here. Korea is still pegged to the United States.”
“The figures quoted by you last year that over 100 million Muslims reside in China is incorrect, Mr. Pendleton.” Ziyang smiled. “Our far western provinces have expelled over ten million, and another fourteen million no longer practice this faith. But what is that number in a population of over 1.5 billion.”
“To quote an old Chinese proverb, ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend.’”
“Interesting, the Arabs claim they said that first. Of course they’re wrong.”
Ziyang frowned. “You walk a very dangerous road, Mr. Pendleton. I am not blind. You view world religions as the enemies of an enlightened civilization. I view them as the enemies of the State.”
#
Ziyang’s comment opened Pendleton’s eyes to Ziyang’s soul. The man walked a tightrope hoping to remain the United States firm trading partner, while cracking down on the growing religious swell enveloping his nation. True, Pendleton’s offer struck at the heart of bankrupting the Muslim world. Ziyang perceived that.
“There is a difference between religions and God. I do not follow the rules of religion. I attend a church, and I’m a believer in Christ. I believe I am on God’s side.”
“All deceived men do.” Li Ziyang stood, as did the others. “Let our administrators work out the details.”
The official meeting ended. Nothing appeared in the headlines of major news networks. Foreign diplomats weren’t aware the meeting ever occurred. Pendleton knew he hadn’t made a friend in Ziyang. But Milton Rogers noted that Ziyang nodded in agreement with his advisors that this deal with the W.F.C. was fair.
Yes, the deal was fair for today. A few years from now, it would be decidedly unfair to the Chinese.
#
Having finished his negotiations in China, Pendleton headed to Switzerland. Twelve members of his brain trust, Project Enlightenment, were gathering in Zurich for one week to discuss the structure of the future government. The Global Realm would be divided into twelve provinces, operating under the same laws, the same educational systems, and the same justice system. Each of these twelve members would hold an important position in a province.
A present day capital city like London or Beijing wouldn’t do for the capital of a one-world government. There couldn’t be favoritism of one nation over another. Since Switzerland had long been a neutral country, Pendleton chose Zurich. Zurich was arguably the present day world’s financial capital anyway. Nestled in the beauty of the Alps, he would build the center of his government here.
This brain trust of twelve did not include presidents, kings, or the like. Pendleton picked research scientists, transportation experts, education experts, computer geniuses, behavioral psychologists, and criminal justice specialists—two each.
He checked into the Widder Hotel, selecting a penthouse suite for this meeting. Within an hour of his arrival, his team of twelve began their deliberations. The discussion was on Pendleton’s least favorite subject. How to eliminate crime under enlightened leadership.
“The theory is quite simple,” Blake Carter, former head of the United States Department of Justice said, “Crimes like auto theft, muggings, and larceny should become non-existent when money is abolished. Every working person and their family will be provided a home, food, and the required numbers of cars free. Our major problems will be disbanding street gangs, stopping drug trafficking, and curbing violent crimes – rape, murder, and the like.”
Pendleton said nothing. A member who identifies problems must also offer solutions. The team understood this concept.
“First, we must convert the population away from a money-based economy. Second, we meet basic needs by distributing housing, meals, etcetera, matching each individual’s contribution to society based on the Lorton formula.” Carter glanced around looking for raised hands. There were none. “Then we take the first step in maintaining domestic control. As we provide the basics free, we confiscate all weapons, family-by-family. In order to have your residence, balanced meals, free healthcare, and necessary utilities, all weapons must be turned in.”
“This will be particularly difficult in tribal areas and underdeveloped nations,” Milton Rogers said as he sat to Pendleton’s left taking notes. “They’ve lived lawlessly for centuries. I’m afraid we’ll have to subdue many by force.”
Pendleton nodded. “We expect resistance. Sad, but it’s necessary that we subjugate those who fight us.”
Some would object and pay the consequences. But in the end, the world security forces would have the weapons. People could still hunt on approved land. Weapons and munitions could be leased and returned. But a weaponless society equaled fewer murders.
“Go on.”
“Once we’ve subdued rebellious populations, individuals breaking the law will be confined humanely, brought to a speedy trial, and if convicted, serve the mandatory sentence for their crime—no legal challenges allowed.”
Carter pointed to his partner on the criminal justice team, the former head of Kuwait’s Ministry of Justice, Farouk Abdullah. “I’ll give the topic of vice control and punishment to Abdullah.”
Pendleton selected Abdullah because Kuwait was a constitutional monarchy. Pendleton wouldn’t be a monarch, an enlightened dictator more likely. Abdullah rose and bowed. Clothed Western-style and clean-shaven, he could have passed for an American with a suntan. “Global law must be applied globally. Where issues of morality are concerned, the State has no business in imposing moral code. The State does however have a right to pass laws governing the health and safety of world citizens.”
“Here we go,” Pendleton sighed, “preventing alcoholism by confiscating alcohol.”
“In a sense, yes. Our purpose is to allow freedom of choice within the law. Therefore whether an individual chooses to engage in fornication, use of drugs and alcohol, or indulges in some other morally questionable pastime, he or she will be free to do so with limitations.”
Pendleton groaned. “I hate being the morality police.”
“You want an enlightened society,” Milton Rogers muttered, “You have to create conditions conducive to one.”
Abdullah nodded. “We can’t dictate how people spend their leisure time. We can limit and control their activities.”
Pendleton raised his hand. “After reading this section of your report, I have some questions. These, how shall I put it, party times are to be scheduled in advance. Is this correct?”
“Yes,” Abdullah said. “If an individual is interested in spending a weekend indulging in drinking and other related vices, he or she must go online to secure a reservation at an Entertainment Center in advance and agree to pass a sobriety test before leaving that Center. Sleep over arrangements will be provided.”
“Good. That eliminates drunk driving,” Pendleton said. “If a person wishes to engage in fornication, how would the person procure a partner?”
“Again online if he doesn’t already have a willing partner. He or she selects a Center professional employee who has passed the WED-Core 1134 examinations. We used to call them prostitutes.”
Pendleton chuckled. “My God, we have examinations for everything.”
“Precisely,” echoed one of the education team members. “You’d be surprised how many individuals will opt for a profession in these arts.”
“Well, if we can’t mandate morality, we can at least minimize the collateral damage.”
Abdullah covered his smile with his hand. “Speaking of reducing the consequences of sin, if alcohol and marijuana are free and controlled, drug trafficking disappears. If medical testing is required for our participating citizens, particularly those requesting or employed in these facilities, AIDS and other STDs will be vastly reduced as well.”
“All other drugs are banned. Correct.”
“Correct.”
“An economy not based on money eliminates many sins,” Pendleton said. “Gambling collapses. The pornography industry ceases to exist.”
“Now, now, old boy,” Milton Rogers said with a chuckle. “The human race will create new vices as old ones disappear. Sin’s in our nature.”
Pendleton chose not to dwell on that comment. “Tell me about the penalties for violating the laws.”
“We’ll have four levels of world laws. We’ll have two guilty rulings, guilty with command of faculties and guilty by reason of mental impairment or disease.” Abdullah sipped some water and then continued. “The purpose of correctional facilities will be individual rehabilitation and/or removing a threat to the society-at-large.”
“There is a nine page list of offenses falling in the lowest category,” Pendleton said, “yet only one punishment?”
“One form of punishment at each level simplifies things administratively.”
“List a few crimes in the lowest category and the punishment.”
“A few would be failure to comply with the educational betterment requirements, theft from product distribution centers, and failure to hold a job. The sentence, if found guilty, would be one year at hard labor, generally working on conservation and beautification projects.”
Pendleton reviewed the next block of crimes. “Yes, I see severe spousal abuse, assault and battery, distributing, obtaining, and the illegal use of drugs and alcohol, as far more serious than the first group.”
“Agreed. There are only three pages of offenses in this second group. The sentence is a mandatory ten years in a correctional facility or mental institution. At this level, the inmates are separated from one another except for meals, visitations, and group counseling sessions. Educational advancement tools are available to help prepare them for re-entry into society.”
“Seems a little harsh,” Pendleton said. Then his cell vibrated. A call from his mother, he’d return it later.
“At the third level you have crimes like attempted murder, manslaughter, arson, child molestation, and rape. Conviction means twenty years in a maximum-security facility with the same conditions as level two. There is a page and a half of offenses at this level.”
“So you’ve saved the worst for last,” Pendleton chuckled.
“Indeed,” Abdullah said. “Terrorism and murder fall into this fourth shortlist of offenses, twelve in number, which include treason and certain types of sedition. These offenses demand life in prison, in maximum confinement, with no outside contact with the world.”
“Yet still humanely treated?”
“They will be fed, clothed, allowed to exercise, to read, and to receive medical attention. But other than the prison personnel, they will have no outside contact at all.”
“Again, this seems harsh,” Pendleton said.
“It is harsh, Sir, which is precisely why these crimes will rarely occur. Remember, none of the four levels of crime have a probation or early release provision.”
#
“These dicey meetings can kill a man,” Pendleton said, as Van Meer entered his room on the last night of Pendleton’s stay in Zurich.
“You look bloody worn out.”
“I am.” Pendleton handed Van Meer a beer. “I’m convinced a unified society is possible in my lifetime. If not, I’ll give it a good start before I die and make sure mankind is well on its way toward that dream.”
“You’re a dreamer. There will never be a perfect world.” Van Meer opened the can of beer and tossed it down his throat in two gulps. “December 1st, our man will be placed on Monroe’s personal security team. Sherman told him as much yesterday.”
“Good news. I needed some.”
“Look, Arthur, you have a choice when you open your eyes. You can choose to make it a good day, or not.”
“Now who is the dreamer? The channels are almost ready for our global takeover. And the greedy bastards in worldwide leadership don’t even see us coming.”
“Nor will they until it’s too late.”
“Hitler once said, ‘He alone, who owns the youth, gains the future.’” Pendleton sighed. “Once the first of the new generation enters the new educational system, victory is ours. Within ten years, few will remember the injustices of the past. I want to see us up and running.”



 
Chapter 30
 
Pendleton covered his mouth to prevent an outburst of laughter. He was sitting in Prime Minister Claymore’s office discussing Plan B. The prime minister had shot off a few words unbecoming a head-of-state. Her anger at the failure of Plan A must have kept her from thinking with a clear head. She’d thrust her arms out fighting style, pulling a corner of her blouse out of her skirt.
“Don’t get your panties in a wad, old girl,” Belington said. “We’re all disappointed.”
He helped her re-tuck her blouse, an act she allowed unashamed. “But Reed and Van Meer have their man on Vice President Edmunds’ team. He’s making fast friends with John Sherman, the head of Monroe’s security team and joins that team in December. Plan B is officially in place.”
“Bull,” she grunted and edged herself into her armchair.
She never has learned patience, Pendleton thought. He had enough for both of them. Having endured Throgmorton for many years, Pendleton’s middle name should have been Patience, instead of Ambrose.
He and Milton Rogers had kept the China trip a secret. In two months, the Asian rim would need to invest in the Yuan to survive. In a year, if things went as he planned the world would have only three currencies, the Euro, the Dollar, and the Yuan. In two years, there would only be one currency. He hadn’t selected a name for it yet, but the Gyro led his list, with a spinning world on the face and a dove of peace on the back. Twelve coins would be minted but never spent. There would be no need of money anymore.
“By the time Plan B is implemented, our boys will have the code sequencing perfected,” Belington continued.
“Maybe,” Claymore answered. “But it’s all going too slowly for my digestion.”
“I’ll talk to Cline,” Pendleton said, “I’m heading to the States for a meeting in L.A. I’m receiving an award from the Banking Institute of the America’s at Pepperdine. As I said in Dusseldorf, I’ll see Cline in Las Vegas on my way to the coast and light a fire under him.”
“See that you do.” Claymore slipped her hand into Belington’s and gave his hand a gentle squeeze before releasing it. “I want to rid the world of our enemies sooner than later.”
#
“Yes darling,” Pendleton said, “I’ve landed in Vegas. I have to meet someone here for a couple of hours before I head on to Santa Monica.”
“I’m trapped here in D.C. and can’t leave the hotel until 5:00 p.m.,” Peacock replied. “My flight out departs at 7:30 p.m. Eastern time. But my corporate jet will have me landing at the Santa Monica Airport by 6:30 p.m. Pacific time. I’ll have a car.”
“No Lovey, this time it’s my treat. I’ll pick you up at 7:00 p.m.”
This trip troubled Pendleton. Reed, Claymore, and now Van Meer pointed directly at Lovey, as the prime suspect for the information leak on Reed. Of course, she was innocent on all counts. But to satisfy his business partners, he’d have to confront her with their suspicions. The sooner they had that discussion: the sooner he could enjoy spending time with his wife.
He called Van Meer.
“Hans, I’d like a back-up team when I’m in California, maybe four people. You pick them. I want them in a position to respond, if something happens to my security guards. They’d be on standby if the unexpected occurs. Keep Reed and Claymore out of the loop.”
“I understand. California will be an eye opener for all of us. I’ll put my friends within the Sons of Tiw on the team.”
“Thank you, old boy.”
Pendleton headed out past the baggage area, grabbed a cab, and was off to the Mandalay Bay, where his brilliant mind, Thaddeus Cline, was preparing for his trip to Monaco. He tipped the cabbie a twenty and headed into the hotel. The clinking sounds of fake coins greeted him as he entered. The ugliness of greed caused Pendleton to shutter.
He exited the elevator at the thirty-third floor and knocked on the door of Room 3306, a Vista Suite spanning 1,740 square feet.
“One moment,” Cline’s voice had a playful note to it. Pendleton waited. Something he wasn’t accustomed to from the likes of anyone but Claymore. A young latte-skinned lady, maybe twenty-two, opened the door dressed in a mini one-piece that barely cover her assets. “Thaddie-po will be right out. He’s helping Toni dress.”
The apparent casualness of her comment increased Pendleton’s irritation. Ah, but if this is what it took to accomplish his goals, he’d live with it. Cline emerged from one of three bedrooms followed by an Asian lady no taller than Cline’s armpit.
“Good to see you, Arthur. I see you’ve met La Shana. This is Toni Li. She tells me Li is now the number one surname in the world.”
“No, it’s Chang,” Pendleton replied, “then Wang, then Li. It’s been that way for years.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“He’s right. It’s Chang?” Toni answered and adjusted her bra strap. The twinkle in her eye told Pendleton she knew he was right. “Bummer, the name should be Li if they’d accept all the spellings.”
Toni Li slipped into a dress exactly the same as her partner’s. Their accessories matched as well, indicating they were a professional team. Their tone of voice and easy mannerisms said Toni and La Shana were highly intelligent young ladies. Cline enjoyed surrounding himself with quality, and Pendleton admired that, even when the quality was paid for, but not yet completely earned.
“When will we see you again, Thad?” La Shana asked.
“I’m off to Monaco and then back to work.” He brushed his pants off and cocked his head. “Look at your calendars in August. What do you have available?”
“That’s six months away.” Toni Li pulled a small gold-plated planner out of her purse and flipped through the pages. “Hum, August is a big convention month, Sugar. The earliest opening is September 7th through the 10th. Right after Labor Day,” she giggled. “But I won’t be in labor. Thank God.”
“Book me.” Cline led them to the door, kissed them both, and they pranced off with a good deal of Pendleton’s money.
“I’ll get right to business,” Pendleton said. “You’ve done good work for us. But the pressure’s on to solve the problem of accessing and capturing the firing codes before they recycle.”
Cline cracked his back and took a sip of something that looked like a protein shake. He plopped down on one of the three sofas in his suite. “We’re dealing in nanoseconds here. Even when you’re at the control board, you don’t have time to slack off. Yes, the Stromiehre technology works well. Yes, I’m brilliant enough to send your people the signals without detection. But . . .”
He put his hands behind his head and laid down flat. “I can’t change the physics. I’ve done what I can on my end. I’m working with your people troubleshooting what’s happening on their end. We’re at least a year away. I’m sorry.”
“It’s hard for me to see you trot off to Monaco on a lark while no progress is being made.”
Pendleton remained standing and pointed at Cline’s suitcases neatly stacked on the baggage trolley.
“Did the ladies help you with these?”
“We have a deal. I’m living up to my part of the bargain.” Cline’s voice remained jolly, and he smiled. “You pay me what we agreed to. I do what I like with it. I’m still the best bargain in town.”
“Is there anything I can do to speed up progress?” Cline was right. He was the best bargain in town. “There is a considerable amount of pressure on me right now.”
“Like I said, you can’t alter the physics. We’re in new territory, both for your people and for me. I give you a hundred percent. But I need my time off to relax and to think. You can’t speed up the progress, but you can slow it down.”
For Pendleton, understanding didn’t change the fact that speed was of the essence, both in time and process. He wanted the Russian attack to destroy the military capabilities of both the Muslims and Israelis, whether Monroe was President or not. Politically and financially, the target window was between six months and two years. After that time, the Chaos Theory said there were too many variables.
“Would another genius working alongside you help?”
The moment he made that statement, he regretted it. Cline choked to keep from laughing. He sat up, leaned toward Pendleton, and reached out his hand, which Pendleton took.
“It’s not lack of intelligence. It’s lack of experience.” Cline squeezed Pendleton’s hand. “I can explain the game of tennis to you. You can read all the books on tennis and become an intellectual genius on the subject. But without the racket in your hand, an opponent better than you, and several thousand serves under your belt, you’ll stink at playing the game. That’s the way it is with remote sequencing.”
“So money, women, a brain trust, none of these will make things happen sooner?”
“It’s all about practicing and learning. That’s what we’re doing.”
Pendleton sighed and headed to the door. “I have no choice but to leave the science to you. Make me proud.”
Cline stood up. “It’s not about making you proud. A thousand years from now, if I lead the team that accomplishes this feat, I’ll be the one history remembers for the science. That motivation is enough. Nothing you can do or say could motivate me more.”
#
Looking out the window somewhere over the Mojave Desert, Pendleton pondered the dilemma of ego. Goals and dreams with some are humanitarian. Rarely are those dreamers remembered for long, Mother Teresa being an exception. But, the accomplishments of egotists remain subjects of praise eons into the future.
“You want peace, Lord. I know you do,” he said aloud. “You created me for such a time. I need an intervention here. Timelines need to be met. Setbacks must cease. Everything from this point on must work as planned.”
Nothing resembling an answer slipped into his mind.
“Think of all the lives I’ll save, the wars that won’t be fought, and Mankind’s future accomplishments. Along the way, I’ve had to break a commandment or two of necessity. I ask Your forgiveness.”
He sighed as the plane descended.
“Religion is your enemy. The religious are fanatics spewing the wrong information about You. Give me the power to correct this. Give me the power to set them straight before You come to judge the world.”
He folded his hands and said, “Amen.”
He was bothered by the statistics that said people would flock to the Entertainment Centers, but at least they’d be safe. After a time, he believed, the pursuit of science and the restoration of the world’s environment would lower those statistics.
Pendleton reasoned that a world aspiring for personal excellence, free of war and free of crime, would see the glory of God and accept Him more readily. He looked up to see his personal stewardess pointing at the fasten seatbelt sign. He hoped God had heard him. If not, his plans would come to naught.
#
Timothy Lytle counted his money, the advance from his benefactor. He also counted the risk. With what he held in his hands, he could live the rest of his life debt-free without a care in the world. Of course, he wouldn’t. The love of the hunt burned inside him. Contracting an operation outside the Sons of Tiw had him worried. He couldn’t rely on his usual friends. He was forced to hire former K.G.B. and other rogue agents, none of whom he’d worked with before.
Pendleton and Lytle had never met. So Pendleton couldn’t identify him. Lytle had been given no instruction to kill Pendleton, just the bitch he’d married. If his information was correct, his men would have to take down six or more bodyguards to accomplish his mission, and if Pendleton died in the process, so be it. A man’s free to work for the highest bidder. Pendleton was fair game if that circumstance arose. Collateral damage was part of the job.
Lytle’s people were in place. Their instructions were clear. Remove all the enemies’ bodyguards, and then kill the woman. He wrung his hands. Reed didn’t know about this plan. Reed would shit when Lovey, what’s-her-name, turned up dead, and Pendleton came around with vengeance in his eyes.
He opened a Killian and put his feet up. Nothing mattered to him but the money. Unfortunately, he’d witnessed Reed’s vulnerability. If this bitch was the cause, the sooner she died the better.



 
Chapter 31
 
Day 671
“Are you up to the task?” Ursa asked, as he drove Peacock to the airport. “I’m asking you to collect as much information as before with your implant malfunctioning and no help from Polaris and company.”
The comment irritated her. She could accomplish more than anyone in Hercules with or without the implant. Still it would be helpful if she had the device as a backup.
“I’m fine. I have my cell phone and the car has a GPS. Arthur wants to drive his car. That’s all right for the first day or two. But by the weekend, I’ll convince him to use mine before we leave the L.A. area.”
“Did Magnus show you the upgrades to your Aero?”
Peacock grinned. “Yes, but I doubt I’ll ever travel across a flooding river.”
She was happier with the array of weapons she carried in her handbag and in the hidden compartments of her car, a one-bullet ink pen, a powder puff filled with pepper spray, and her new laser beam watch. Those, combined with her already lethal arsenal, gave her the power to disable or destroy multiple attackers. But why would she need them?
“Be on the alert.” Ursa patted her knee. “Pendleton has as many enemies as we have. Besides, his people must be questioning how Reed’s information got into our hands. They’ll be pissed that the plan against Monroe failed.”
“I’ll have a team watching me. He’ll have a team watching him,” she said, as Ursa pulled to a stop a few yards from her private jet. “I’m going to show my husband the West Coast. I doubt I’ll need weapons.”
She hurried up the steps to the plane’s entry door, stopped, and turned around. “Why haven’t you instructed me to kill Arthur, Claymore, and their cronies? I’ve had plenty of opportunities.”
“Until the financial system globally is functioning without the need of the W.F.C., we need Pendleton and his bunch alive.”
Good. She needed Pendleton alive as well. He was going to be a daddy.
#
So far this year, February in Los Angeles had been brutal. Storm after storm rolled in off the Pacific. Peacock packed hiking clothes and parkas with hoods in case it rained when she and Pendleton were exploring Route 1. He wanted to see the rugged coastline, while she was interested in the Napa Valley. He was sweet. He planned routes where they could travel along the ocean going up and through Napa Valley coming back.
Pendleton put the last of Peacock’s three suitcases and carry-on dresses into the trunk of his Bentley. He turned down the radio as they headed toward his Malibu timeshare.
“We don’t have far to travel for the award ceremony,” he said. “It’s at Pepperdine University only a jog from our accommodations.”
Peacock glanced in the passenger side mirror. “Are your people following us?”
Pendleton stared into the rear view mirror. “No, mine are back at the timeshare. I thought your boys were back there.”
Her people were driving the Aero, and that car wasn’t an Aero. “Whoever they are they’re not mine.”
Pendleton sped up and the car following dropped back until it faded out of sight. “See, Lovey, nothing to be concerned about.”
Her danger antennas were on orange alert, but she decided to ignore them. She scrunched up her nose and poked Pendleton in the ribs. “Nothing to be concerned about? You’re in America now, Buddy. Stay on the right side of the road.”
#
Peacock held onto Arthur’s arm as the two were escorted into a large lecture hall. Her husband would speak on Helping People Help Themselves – The Financial Resolution of World Conflict. The King of England would have blushed at the reception given for Arthur Pendleton.
With her frame pulled up and her shoulders back, she glided beside Arthur, keeping her focus on the crowd around them. Her training would allow her to spot anyone who looked suspicious. She recognized Pendleton’s bodyguards—and hers. She recognized at least five members of the W.F.C. whom she’d met in Germany.
Wait! The faces of two men standing in the shadow of a column resembled too closely the men guarding the door at the Bristol Hotel where Lytle’s goons had attacked her.
Her antennas shot back up—protect and defend. She and her people must be wary.
Amid her second glass of Champaign, Milton Rogers came alongside her. Pendleton was talking to Pepperdine’s Chancellor a few steps to her right. Rogers leaned close. “I believe in you, Laverna. That’s why I’m warning you. A serious leak of information gave Arthur and our allies a setback toward achieving our ultimate goal.”
She tilted her head and stooped slightly. “Go on.”
“There are those who distrust you my dear. They may have talked to Arthur. Be careful.”
Rogers gave her a wink and limped away. But the wink didn’t ease her mind. Who hired the people who killed Valleria? Who attempted to kill her at the Bristol Hotel? Whom did Lytle work for? She’d smelled him at Reed’s. Did Pendleton know about Lytle? Was Pendleton setting her up?
She slipped away for a moment and walked up to one of the Herculeans in the crowd. “Watch the two men by the column.” She pointed and then swept her away back to her husband.
#
Boring!
Peacock glanced at her watch. Fifty minutes had passed since her husband took the podium. Had the subject been anything but the world economy, he might have held her interest. But he was preaching about improving the lives of people in emerging nations. She couldn’t give a hoot about emerging nations.
She busied herself trying to figure out where the suspicious men had gone and where her people were. Even her husband’s bodyguards and vanished. She should think out of sight out of mind. But her training wouldn’t allow room for that type of thinking.
Applause brought her to her feet. The regents awarded Pendleton an honorary Doctorate in Finance. The Banking Institute of America gave him their Man-of-the-Year Award, and the festivities ended.
“Now we have a week to ourselves,” he said, as he joined her at the foot of the stage. “Tomorrow morning we can head straight up Route 1. We’ll spend a night in San Luis Obispo and then head up to Tassajara to the hot springs.”
“It’s closed this time of year.”
“Not for us.”
She squeezed is hand, half out of love and half from the mounting pressure that something was very wrong.
“After a night there, it’s off to the Calistoga Ranch for Napa Valley fun. Then we’ll swing back to Route 5 and head back down to L.A. This will be jolly fun.”
“Where are your bodyguards?”
While Pendleton looked around, she dialed her team leader. No answer.
“I don’t see them,” he answered. “But don’t worry.”
“Get your team leader on the line.”
He tried. Same result.
“Trust me. We need to run. Now!”
“But Lovey, there’s no need to panic.”
She grabbed his arm and headed off in a direction that avoided the crowd. Out a side door, into a hallway, and out a less obvious exit, they went. He seemed intent on proving her wrong and redialed, again no luck.
“Where are we heading?” he asked, stumbling along with his mouth agape.
She remained silent. Her heart said trust him. Her training said, “Don’t trust your heart.”
She dashed across a street and around a corner. There sat her Aero. “Get in.”
“Lovey, I don’t see any danger.”
Her cell vibrated. “Yes?”
“Don’t go back to the hotel.” The voice was Ursa’s. “Take your car and leave now. Contact me when you’re safe.”
“What’s happened?”
“Pendleton’s people are dead. Three of our men are as well. There’s a third enemy here, and at least two of them are coming after you.”
“How do you know?”
“One of our people is still alive and called me.”
Peacock hung up. “Get in the car, Arthur. Your bodyguards have been murdered.”
“What?”
He opened the car door as a bullet ricocheted off the windshield. He stared at the glass. “Not a knick,” he said. “Reed was right. You’re a Herculean.”
Peacock didn’t have time to explain things to him. She reached behind his ear and cut off the blood flow to his brain. He slumped over.
“Sorry, Darling, I’ll confess later.”
Out of the lot Peacock’s Aero flew. She was on Malibu Canyon Road in seconds. She floored the accelerator as she turned right onto Route 1. A car was behind her. The Saab from the night before fired machine gun bullets from its front undercarriage. Her tires were vulnerable. She hit 120 miles an hour and let an oil slick down on the pavement. The Saab hit the slick and the last thing she heard as she rounded a bend was the screeching of brakes, an impact, and an explosion.
She didn’t look back.
Her husband moaned. Peacock reached for the ether in her purse, but never managed to retrieve it. A car pulled out of a side road and sideswiped her. There was no time to brake. “Shit!”
The impact threw airbags, netting, and foam around her and Pendleton. Her stomach felt the nausea of flight. She managed to push the chute flap on the floor down. No noticeable change. The Aero’s undercarriage slammed the ground jarring her sideways against her side airbags. Three rolling bounces caused her to swallow stomach acid. There was the sound of gurgling and steam. All motion ceased.



 
Chapter 32
 
“Arthur, are you all right?”
Peacock managed to open the purse still in her hand. She found her knife and slit the netting and airbag material off her. She couldn’t open her door and wasn’t making much progress getting out.
“Stupid,” she said, pressed the carriage hood release, and the top of the car flew off, landing over forty feet away. Peacock climbed out of the car and swung her holstered gun across her shoulder. She strapped on the weapons’ pack she’d stowed under the driver’s seat and crouched down behind the car.
A lighthouse far to her north provided some illumination. The moon was full, but low on the horizon. Where did the other car land? She didn’t see it. Her car had come to rest on the beach, front tires buried in sand. Tall grasses covered the steep slope up to the road. She estimated it was well over a hundred feet uphill. No one would find them in the dark.
“What the bloody hell happened?” Pendleton whispered now fully awake.
“Shh, someone is out there intent on killing one of us—or both.” She trudged and tripped until she made it to his side of the car. “Are you hurt?”
“I broke my right foot. I think?”
He tried to unbuckle his seatbelt. Peacock slashed it loose and lifted him out of the car.
“Are you going to kill me?” Pendleton looked up at her, red-eyed and shaken.
“If I were going to kill you, you’d be dead. You’re my husband. Whoever’s out there is the one you should be afraid of.”
Peacock put her finger to her lips and whispered. “Stay here.”
“Fat chance of doing anything else with my foot swelling.”
She reached into her pack and handed him a pen. “Press the clicker and you’ll shoot your attacker. But the jar will dislocate some fingers, so use it as a last resort.”
“My God, my wife’s a bloody James Bond.”
Off she went. The terrain varied—sand, rocks, mud. She grabbed her knife and cut her lavender gown off above her knees. She climbed up several yards to a point where she could make out objects along the beach. Nothing was big enough to be her enemy’s car.
A sound from her training froze her in place. When wind rustles the grass, the rhythm of its swaying ebbs and flows with the current. This was the tune of a person walking.
She squatted and peered out toward the direction of the sound. It was Lytle! Bloody, clothes shredded, his arms were outstretched and his hands held a gun. But Peacock saw her prey first. He was good as dead.
Lytle had his left side toward her. She picked up a stone and tossed it to his right and uphill. When he swung away from her, she flew out of her crouch and in three steps leaped upon him. The two rolled downhill. She landed atop Lytle right at Pendleton’s feet as he sat on the ground next to her car.
“Arthur, she’s the traitor.”
“Who are you?” Pendleton asked.
“A partner of Reed’s.”
Peacock had her knife at Lytle’s throat. “You’re not working for Reed tonight. You’re working for someone else. Who?”
Lytle said nothing.
Pendleton put both hands over his eyes and rocked in silence.
Peacock slammed Lytle’s head four times against the ground. “Who sent you after us?”
His eyes said she had his attention. His mouth said, “I’ll not tell you a thing.”
“You little weasel. Your people killed Vallonia thinking she was me. You ran like a rat when I killed the last of your team at the Bristol. Don’t try to play me now.” 
She grabbed his throat and squeezed until he gasped, “All right. All right.”
“Wait.” Pendleton stared at Peacock. “Lovey, if this is Lytle, he does work for Reed.”
“Not tonight. Now let me do my job.” She pushed the knife against Lytle’s neck. “Who?”
“Claymore.”
Pendleton tried to stand, but let out a yelp and collapsed. “Claymore’s trying to kill me?”
“She’s after me, Darling, not you. Your team was collateral damage.” Peacock reached into her pack, took a small syringe, and jammed it into Lytle’s shoulder. “This is for Valleria and Daphne you scum.”
His eyes rolled back and he died.
She pushed Lytle’s body down onto the beach and turned to Pendleton. “We need to talk.”
#
“You’re blooming right we need to talk.”
His Lovey was a Herculean. No doubt about that now. He reached for his wallet and his cell phone. Both were still in place. “How did you . . .”
“Knock you out?” She chuckled. “The maneuver is standard in training. I didn’t have time to argue with you. I was busy keeping us from being killed.”
“All right,” he said. “I need answers you have. I can’t walk, so I guess we have all night to discuss our dirty little secrets.”
He hoped she hadn’t seen his finger press a button on his cell as he moved his hand away.
“Here are the facts,” Peacock said. “Falling for each other wasn’t in my plan. There wasn’t supposed to be an ‘us.’”
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
“That I love you. Yes, as much as I’m capable. You’d be dead otherwise.”
The puzzle pieces came together.
“You’re the woman Lytle’s team captured, the one who got away.”
“Yes.”
“You never went to Leeds. You went to Reed’s house.”
“Yes.”
“The information you got from me in Germany led you to him.”
“Yes, and with what we uncovered at Reed’s, we foiled the plan to kill President Monroe.” She gently touched his hand. Her flesh felt seductive and alluring despite their situation. “No two people in history were more suited for each other my love. I only wish we agreed on the issues.”
“You said, ‘As much as I’m capable of loving.’ What did you mean?”
The moment he asked that question, he realized her love was more important than her betrayal.
“It’s too long a story. I’d bore you.”
“No. I need to know. Please tell me.”
She rubbed her chin and flopped down next to him. “Okay. But after I’m done answering questions, I’m going to interrogate you.”
“Tit for tat, hey. Agreed.”
His heart raced from the adrenalin rushing through him. He’d seen his wife perform her skills with cunning and ease. If sex with her were possible here and now, he’d have a go and not worry about her being a Herculean. But the pain in his foot and the grit of the sand prevented such action.
She rubbed her hands together and bowed her head. “I’m incapable of love. At least not in the way storybooks describe it.”
“How so?”
“I should have died over nine years ago in a car crash.”
No expression showed on her face. Given what she was telling him, the pain she’d experienced must have been overwhelming.
“Eighteen people were incinerated on that highway. Everyone died but me. I was left with no family and no explanation.” She moistened her lips with her tongue. “Killing Lytle was business. I have no remorse. That’s why Hercules picked me.”
He couldn’t possibly understand her pain. His family members were loving, stouthearted people. “You never recovered from the trauma?”
“I never allowed myself to. To recover diminishes their deaths.”
“How do you really feel about me, Lovey?”
“Warm. That’s as far as I go.”
“Warm? Like when a cat rubs your leg? I need you to describe warm.”
“How about I describe me?” She turned fully toward him, then leaned down and examined his foot. “Your foot is a little swollen. If it’s broken it’s a hairline fracture.”
She looked up into his eyes and smiled. “It’s not that I can’t feel things. I have happy moments and sad ones. But personal relationships are different. Getting too close to someone freaks me out.”
She flailed her arms and then tossed sand in the air like Ash Wednesday ashes.
“I’m a damn genius. I have an I.Q. over 150. But I view everything and everybody as part of my assignment. If they turn bad, or I’m ordered to, I can kill them without . . .” She paused. “I was about to misspeak. Some people I kill with compassion and minimum pain. Others, like Martin, I kill slowly.”
“So he’s dead then?”
“Yes.”
Arthur’s mouth dried. “Do you have any water?”
“I’ll get us some.”
She moved to the back of the car leaving her gun and her pack within his reach. He couldn’t kill her. She meant far too much to him. He’d die for her. He’d give up everything but the cause for her.
She returned with two bottles of purified water, and he drank.
“You’re different,” she said. “You’re everything I’m not. You’re committed to your values. I’m committed to the patriotism of my parents and the values of my boss. You believe in God. Although, you break His commandments with your the ends justify the means thing. I’m angry with Him, if there is a Him. He killed my parents and my brother.”
“Not true. God allowed them to die. He didn’t kill them.”
“Whatever.”
“Go on.”
“This is what I believe,” she gulped. Her jaw quivered. “If I admit I love you, you’ll die. Everyone I love dies.”
She reached out and stroked his face again.
She does love me.
“I made a promise,” she said. “I will defend the interest of the United States and its president against all odds. Politically, you are my worst enemy. Emotionally, you are the core of my being and my soul. What are we going to do?”
“Before you interrogate me, answer one more question. How do you communicate with Hercules?”
“I have an implant behind my ear,” she said and brushed her hair back revealing a tiny line. “Until Reed’s house blew to bits, a Herculean’s voice instructed me.”
“The blast disabled it?”
“Something did. It will be replaced in a week.”
We have a dilemma indeed, he thought. He was at a bloody loss as to how to move forward. He desired her too much to lose her. He desired a one-world government too much to give up that dream.
“Give me some time to think this out.”
#
The moon had cleared the Pacific horizon and Peacock could see the top of the ridge. She estimated they’d tumbled over several large boulders after the impact with Lytle. “God, they built my Aero like a racecar, maybe better.”
Her cell phone buzzed. “Yes?”
“I said, ‘Contact me when you’re safe.’” Ursa’s voice bellowed.
“Sorry,” she said. “Lytle and his men are dead.”
“And Pendleton?”
“We’re having a little talk.”
“Hum.”
She didn’t like the ‘Hum.’ Ursa sounded distrustful.
“We have a team coming. I’d say we’ll be there in an hour. How much cleanup is necessary?”
“A car went over the side near Yerba Buena Road, two occupants. Lytle’s car and my Aero went off the road about a quarter of a mile farther on. You’ll have to clean up Lytle’s body.”
“See you soon.” Ursa ended the call with no friendly goodbye.
“I didn’t realize how capable you are until now.” Pendleton pulled himself up to where he could stretch his legs out straight. “We need to figure out how to stay together even though we work for different sides. Right now, from the sound of that conversation, your side isn’t happy with you.”
“I’ll handle it.” She had less than an hour to work out things. “It’s my turn to ask the questions. Who are the Sons of Tiw?”
“They’re a group of former intelligence agents from Britain, Russia, and various European countries led by me and Thomas Reed.”
“And?”
“They share the same vision I do. Basically, they do the dirty work I can’t from my position. They are my MI6 and your CIA”
“I prefer to think of them as the antithesis of Hercules.”
“Think of them however you like.”
“Tell me if I’ve pieced this together.” She stood up and paced the length of the car and back. “You control the world’s money.”
“Seventy-nine percent of it, yes.” He smiled. “I could bankrupt whole continents with a phone call.”
“You need military power equaling your financial power.”
“That backing comes from Europe and hopefully the United States.”
“America’s not on board with you?”
“Not yet. But I hope they’ll see the light. I can’t tell you anymore about how I’ll turn the light on for them, Lovey. Neither of us can cross that line. You’re committed to protect America, and I’m committed to bring America under my—excuse me, our organization’s control.”
“So, now you know who I am and what I do. Your business will be off limits to me and mine to you.”
“That goes without saying.”
“Then I promise I will never spy on you again. I’ll tell Ursa I need assignments that don’t involve you directly.”
“Agreed,” Pendleton said. “For my part, I’ll handle Claymore. She’ll not pull this tomfoolery again.”
“If the United States foils your plans, I’ll use whatever influence I have to protect you.”
“If my plans succeed, you’ll reign with me. No questions asked.”
Should she believe him? She had to. “Once my team cleans up this mess, no one will admit it ever happened. It’s up to us to take care of matters within our own groups.”
“I think we’re both capable of that.”
She sucked in a full breath. “What do you know about Room 1515?”
“It’s the hottest hangout in Washington for politician, lobbyists, and espionage.”
“Do you know sexual favors are given and received there?”
“That’s part of the evil of the world, Lovey.”
“Did you know I run that aspect of Room 1515? Did you know that’s part of my job?”
If a man could shrivel, Pendleton grew smaller and hunched down. “You said you couldn’t promise fidelity, but I didn’t suspect.”
“I stopped participating over the last few months. I wanted to give you a child, and I wanted to be sure it was yours.”
“What!”
He tried to stand but still couldn’t put weight on his foot.
“Our time on your little island was productive, Darling. I’m pregnant.”
“Oh Lovey.” She sat back down next to him and he embraced her. “Do you know its sex yet?”
“It’s too soon to tell.” She stroked his hair. “I hope to give you many more.”
As she watched him, an expression she’d never seen in him before showed on his face—doubt. “What’s wrong, Sweetheart?”
“How will we raise the child? Our lives are so complicated.”
“I’ve given that some thought.” She tilted her head and questioned aloud. “Could we hire fulltime nannies, one on your side of the pond and one on mine? Could we ask your mom?”
“No nannies needed on my side. Mum and my brother will spoil the child when I’m not there.”
“The real problem is I’m afraid Hercules won’t let me raise the baby. Motherhood would interfere with my job.”
“What then?”
“I’ll have the staff at the Virginia mansion care for the child and I’ll visit weekly when it’s with me.”
“No, you won’t!” Ursa’s voice rang in her head.
“What?” A sick rolling emotion of betrayal filled her. She couldn’t speak. She’d been tricked. The device in her head had never been turned off!
“Tell Pendleton he and I will come to a solution.”



 
Chapter 33
 
Helicopter lights could be seen before the sound of the rotors reached her. Ursa and the rescue team were approaching by air. Peacock turned to Pendleton unable to speak.
“They tricked you.” He stroked her hair. “You don’t have to explain. I would have done the same.”
His cell phone vibrated, and he answered.
“We’re above you on the ridge. Five of us and two vehicles to transport you and Mrs. Pendleton anywhere you wish.”
“Hold position,” Pendleton whispered. “The helicopter coming in on your right will land here in a minute. Hold your fire unless I raise my hands above my head.”
“Your people?” Peacock asked. “How did they find you?”
“No time for that now. Tell your boss he and I need to talk when he arrives.”
Ursa shouted in her ear. “I heard him. I’ll be glad to talk later. Tell him after the clean-up operations, we’ll meet back at your suite in Malibu. I’ll have our doctor there to attend to his foot.”
Peacock stared at her husband after she relayed Ursa’s message. Pendleton was chuckling. What was going on here? Faced with the possibility of eliminating one side or the other, no one seemingly wanted to. Why had she killed all those people? The battle that took place in the darkness could be settled here and now, couldn’t it?
The helicopter bumped down on the beach tossing mist and sand in the air. Ursa, Magnus, and a huge man Peacock had never seen, exited. Another helicopter descended seemingly out of nowhere, and three cleaners rushed to Lytle and to his car. Pendleton’s people made no move. They stood motionless where the Herculeans could see them. 
“Walk this way,” Ursa said, and motioned to Peacock to follow him.
“I’ll be right back,” she said to Pendleton and hurried after Ursa.
“Ignoring your insubordination isn’t an option.”
“What are you going to do? Shoot me?”
“No, you’re too valuable. But don’t think for a minute there isn’t a price to pay. You’ve pushed this past my attempts to protect you.”
Protect her from what? No, protect her from whom, Kolb?
#
“Let’s see about that foot,” the doctor said.
Ursa hovered over Pendleton as Dr. Berk pressed and prodded his enemy’s foot. Peacock showered and dressed in the bathroom of their suite in Malibu after undergoing her physical examination. Pendleton’s back-up team and the Herculeans maintained an uneasy distance, shooting menacing glares at one another. Better than shooting bullets, Ursa thought.
“I want an Aero equipped by you, Boss,” Dr. Berk said. “His foot needs to be wrapped. There is a hairline fracture of the metatarsus right below the first Cuneiform of the big toe. The inflammation is more serious than the fracture as relates to pain. I’ll give him some Demerol. Other than that, he’s fine.”
Ursa waited until the doctor left. Then motioned both Peacock and Pendleton on to the bed and pulled up a chair. “Shall we have a little chat?”
Pendleton slid to Peacock’s side.
“Do I have a choice?” Peacock asked.
“No.”
She crumpled forward, hands over her face, and pale. Exactly how Ursa wanted her.
“You tricked me and lied to me.” Peacock pointed a threatening finger at him as she spit out the words.
“Yes, for your own good.”
“I doubt it.”
Ursa selected his words deliberately and delivered them with skill. “If you know the implant is working, you hold your true feelings inside. You weigh each thought before you speak. True or not?”
“True.”
“My job is to protect our country and you. I can’t protect you, if I don’t know what your emotional state is. True or not?”
She bit her lower lip. “True.”
“I’m sorry I had to trick you. But I’ve accomplished my purpose. I’d been warned that your emotional state had changed. I needed to find out if it could be repaired. It can’t without retraining.”
Pendleton muttered. “You found out she can love after all.”
Ursa had no intention of responding.
“So what do you intend to do?” Pendleton asked. “You heard us discuss our feelings for one another. Will you release her from your service?”
Ursa swallowed a laugh. “She knows that’s impossible. Once you’re inside Hercules, the only way out is death. And I’m not about to kill my best agent.”
He moved his chair so he faced Pendleton. Peacock’s fate was between him and Pendleton. She had no say in any decision. “First, let me compliment you. You are alive because your death would spark an international depression and destroy national alliances in every part of the world. You’re a more than worthy adversary.”
“I suppose I should say thank you.”
Ursa ignored the sarcasm. “She is alive because I am generous and intelligent. You and I have to reach an agreement about her.”
“You mean I have no say,” Peacock asked.
“Shut up,” Ursa yelled. “I’m not talking to you.”
The team Van Meer put together snapped into protect mode. Pendleton reddened but waved them back. “Control your temper old boy, or most of us in this room will end up dead. And you’ll be the first. The only reason you’re still alive is all out war on the beach would have been impossible to control. Lovey could have been killed.”
Ursa pulled up knee-to-knee with Pendleton. “She’s pregnant,” he whispered. “She’ll develop motherly feelings for the child. She’s been seen with you enough that the English-speaking world knows a woman named Laverna Smythe is your wife. Neither you nor I can change that.”
“Give her undercover assignments that don’t take place in the English speaking world,” Pendleton said. “Let me provide the major care for our children, this one and others to come.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“Agreed, but you do have options.”
“She needs to stay at the Emerald as Mrs. Laverna Smythe Pendleton, at least until the baby shows in a few months. Then, we’ll see.”
“Can I have your reassurance you won’t put her in situations where she has to use her sexual prowess to gain her objective?”
“No. You knew the rules when you married her.” Ursa enjoyed the scowl on Pendleton’s face. “And you should know how effective she is.”
“I’d love to wipe that smirk off you.” Pendleton leaned right up into Ursa’s space. “Don’t play mind games with me. Play nice and your government won’t end up bankrupt in the morning.”
Ursa relaxed. This man was caught in his own trap. The womanly wiles of Peacock clouded his judgment. He would play nice, as Pendleton so aptly put it. Play nice now. Cheat later. Ursa nodded and pulled back a bit.
“Let me offer a solution to the problem of raising the child,” Pendleton said. “I’m buying my mother a property in the British Virgin Islands, a retirement home. Let’s say Lovey buys a property on St. Johns, a United States property—one US property, one British property, with my mum as the caregiver. When Lovey’s not on assignment, my mum will fly over with the child and visit.”
“That might work on one condition.”
“What’s that?”
“You take the child immediately after birth. The baby doesn’t even go into her arms.”
“No,” Peacock screamed. “Give me a maternity leave. Let me have two weeks with my baby. After that we’ll work out things between assignments.”
“And risk you attaching to it as you have with Arthur Pendleton. Hercules can’t take that chance.”
Ursa reached into his pocket. “Excuse me.”
He stepped out of the room and dialed Doctor Kolb. “They’re proposing we allow Peacock two weeks with her baby.”
“They’re proposing. Are we negotiating?”
“It’s complicated. What if that happened? Could we control Peacock afterward?”
Silence followed. Ursa breathed deep and paced. Finally, Kolb let out a grunt. “Well, since what we’re trying is unexplored territory anyway. The answer is theoretically, yes.”
“I’ll agree to a week.”
“Tell them anything you want. Your boss will call the shot on this. Whatever he decides, I’ll need her on the operating table immediately after that week. Then we’ll proceed.”
Ursa reentered the room to find Peacock throwing a fit on the bed. She screamed, kicked, and flailed her arms, as Pendleton sat helpless to comfort her.
“I’m discussing the baby issue with others. Maybe she’ll get a week. Then she’ll be retrained, eventually reassigned, and unavailable for at least six months.” He folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll arrange for visits between you two at your request, Arthur, only the two of you and the baby when it comes, no business meetings. After six months, we’ll see.”
Ursa motioned to Pendleton, and the two left Peacock alone in the suite with the bodyguards. They strode down the hall out of hearing range.
“You’re in my debt.” Ursa said. “I could kill you and the hell with the world economy.”
“Or the other way around. You’re in my debt. I have power you have no inkling of. But you control the love of my life, and I’ll refrain from executing judgment for now.”
Ursa sighed. Pendleton wasn’t a bad sort. If they were on the same side, they’d more than likely be friends.
“You’re right when you say, ‘It’s the victor who will write history.’ You and I are alike. We both want to win. We both want to change the world. The problem is we both want to rule that new world.”
Pendleton nodded. “When we leave here I take it things will appear as though nothing at all has happened?”
Ursa’s cell buzzed and he answered. When he hung up, he smiled. “The clean-up is done. A policeman responding to the first accident has been neutralized. Nothing has happened. Has it? Carry on with your vacation as planned.”
#
It’s for the best.

Peacock regained her composure, opened the sliding door to her balcony, and walked out into the early morning air. Ursa was a bastard, but he was right. He’d fight to let her have a week with her baby, and that would have to do. She’d have enough time to pour her soul into the child. Given the situation, things had worked out quite well. Her marriage was intact, such as it was. Her position within Hercules was altered, but not much.
“Polaris?”
“At your service my dear Peacock.”
“Good to hear your voice again.”
“Only you could have pulled off what you did and escaped with your life.”
“I’m special.” She was special—and valuable. Weighting the pros and cons, she’d have to attempt an assassination of Ursa or Monroe to warrant death.
“We have our orders regarding you. If you thought you had no privacy before, you really don’t now.”
“Goodbye, Polaris.”
“Nope, your monitor will never be silent again.”
“Lovey?” Pendleton appeared in the balcony doorway.
She put her finger up against her lip and ran past him back into the room. She opened the drawer under the dresser table, pulled out a pad of paper, and wrote.
Everything you say will be heard. Some of what I say will be fed to me.
He nodded. “I’m proud of you. You took instruction well. We can get through this. My backup team will be with us the rest of the vacation. In case someone else wants to murder one of us, they’ll have to blast their way through The Sons of Tiw and the Herculeans.”
“They almost did yesterday,” she sighed. She wrapped her arms around her husband and discovered a tear trickling down his cheek. Arthur knew everything and still loved her.
The rest of their time together would test her abilities. Trying to communicate with Arthur with Hercules listening and instructing her every word would take skill. But she was a genius. She grinned. She’d devise a way and keep Arthur safe.
#
As Peacock rode with Pendleton up Highway 1 in his Bentley, a question popped into her head. She didn’t think he’d mind sharing the answer with those listening in. He pulled up at an Oceanside turnout and stopped to see the view.
“I’m interested in knowing something, Sweetheart.”
“And that would be?”
“Why do you use wealth and power as a means to establish a one-world government where wealth would be meaningless?”
He smiled. “You see today’s world runs on greed. The emphasis is on the wrong objectives. Human beings are descending to the state of animals. Murders, rapes, wars, are driven by the need to dominate and control wealth,” he sighed. “To change the world, I have to collapse that system of greed, and replace it with enlightenment. Sadly, things need to be done to achieve that end.”
“You bought me an island. We live in a plush estate. Let’s say you accomplish your goal. Will you move into a one bedroom apartment to be one of the people?”
“Actually, you and I will live in a modest, but spacious, three bedroom in Zurich. Our island will be property of the government and available to anyone who wants to visit.”
Peacock shook her head. “And this God of yours approves?”
Pendleton took her hands in his and looked at her. She saw his love and sadness written in his face. “If I fail, pollution will destroy our food supplies and our wildlife. Nations will attack each other intent to take what the other has. Religious fanatics will create chaos and death around the world. Finally, we will wipe ourselves off the face of the earth. Yes, my God dislikes my sins. But He understands my purpose.”
She pulled him close and kissed him. “I don’t care whose listening. I love you, Arthur Pendleton.”
She looked out at the ocean as the waves rolled in at high tide. He’s right!



 
Chapter 34
 
Pendleton daydreamed at his desk in London. The bad news: he loved a Herculean. The good news: their love affair spiced up his life. His time with her, especially in Napa Valley, endeared him to her. She loved him, no question. She wanted to protect him. In two days, she’d figured out a communications code to convey the secret things she wanted to say without the ear in her head realizing what she was doing.
But now Pendleton had only vengeance on his mind. A knock on his door elicited a gruff, “Come in.”
Thomas Reed entered with a smile and a wave.
“How’s your friend Lytle?” Pendleton asked.
Reed squinted. Pendleton watched his eyes.
“Funny you should mention that, old boy,” Reed said. “I’m at quite a loss. Lytle hasn’t answered my texts or emails in the past two weeks. No one had seen or heard from Martin. Dunn and Morgan are dead. Only Van Meer lives in good communication and in good health.”
“That’s because I trained Van Meer. Can you trust Lytle?”
“In my business, you can’t trust anyone.” Reed furrowed his brow. “The Sons of Tiw
are growing in numbers. I’ve replaced Morgan with another team leader. Are you telling me I have to replace Lytle?”
“What do you know about Lytle’s relationship with Claymore?”
“What relationship?”
“I swear on the Bible, Thomas. If you’re lying to me, I’ll kill you.” Pendleton pulled a gun out of his desk drawer and pointed the barrel at Reed’s head. “What do you know about Lytle and Claymore?”
Reed lurched and vomit flew from his mouth as he fell to his knees. “I swear. I don’t know anything except I can’t reach Lytle.”
He brushed some curd and liquid off his pants. “I need to wash my hands. Please, I don’t know anything.”
Pendleton motioned him away, and Reed raced whimpering to the bathroom. When Reed returned, Pendleton pointed him back into his chair. “I believe you. That’s lucky for you. Lytle tried to murder Laverna and endanger me.”
“What?” Reed paled. “I may have planted that seed.”
Pendleton raised his gun.
“Hear me out. Only a few people have my private number. Hercules called it.” Reed pulled out his cell. “I’ve changed numbers, locations, and contact information. I told Lytle that you had the number, and Laverna had access to you. You know I voiced that concern to you, and you told me to bloody bug off.”
“He must have gone to Claymore with his suspicions.”
“No, I think Claymore went to him with hers. She must have. I didn’t pursue it with anyone else.”
“Things are going to change.” Pendleton lowered his gun and placed it back in his drawer. “I’ll handle Claymore. I’m doubling my security team. Lovey’s doubling hers. This is about power and control. Claymore wants it. I have it, and I’m not giving it up.”
“What about the American satellite program?” Reed asked. “What about the Plan B assassination attempt?”
“I’ll handle the Russians and the satellite program. You and Van Meer take care of Plan B. How long before you can put our inside man in place?”
“Less than a year the way things stand.”
“Fine, continue your work.”
Reed stood up to leave.
“One more thing,” Pendleton said. “I want the names and contacts of every member of The Sons of Tiw. I want the training doubled—the quality as well. And Thomas . . .”
“Yes Sir.”
“Stop in the loo. Get some towels. Clean the floor and yourself off.”
“Right you are. Luckily the floor’s wood, or I’d be sporting a hefty cleaning bill.”
“Right you are.”
#
Grace Claymore sulked in the dark of her bedroom, her head propped up by two pillows. Her husband slept soundly in the adjoining room, his snoring as irritating as his body odor. What had she seen in him all those years ago? A rare memory brightened her spirits for a flicker of time. He’d been quite a catch, but her success over time had spoiled him.
Pendleton demanded to see her in the morning—demanded. The man had grown in power faster than even she expected. Blinded by a treacherous wife, his power might doom her mission to destroy Iran. She had to act. She’d sent Lytle for Arthur’s own good. But Lytle was nowhere to be found. No news came to her, and news would have come if he’d been successful.
A rumbling in her spirit said she’d made a fatal mistake. At least Pendleton was meeting with her. She didn’t have to concern herself about being knifed and gutted in her sleep. Or did she? If not her death, what punishment awaited? She reached over and turned on the light, grabbed a notepad, and made a list of powerful people who disliked Pendleton. Nausea caused her to push back against her pillows. Only two names were on the list, Charles Monroe and Li Ziyang. Neither could be of immediate help.
Pendleton had been shrewd. He’d lined up the money, the heads of nations, and the spy networks, convincing them his plan would work. She’d unwittingly helped him. She picked up the phone and called Belington.
“Yes,” Belington whispered.
“I need your help.”
“Grace, it’s three in the morning.”
“Thomas, it’s critical. Pendleton demanded I meet him tomorrow morning at his office. I fear treachery.”
Silence greeted her.
“Thomas?”
“I’m sorry Grace. I received a call from MI6 last night. I was told if you called to tell you you’d best do as Pendleton suggests. Apparently, Professor Cline is closer to Pendleton than he is to you, and Pendleton now funds the code operation.”
“Why didn’t you call me?”
Belington’s whisper was almost inaudible. “A black sedan and two men in trench coats outside my door are reason enough. Good luck tomorrow, Grace. I hope things work out.”
#
“You can’t be serious.”
“Indeed, I’m deadly serious, Madam.” Pendleton leaned, both hands on his desktop, smiling at his prey. “The headlines tomorrow will read Grace Is a Disgrace.”
“But I’m innocent. I’ve never maneuvered the financial markets for my personal gain. I’ve never benefitted from inside information.”
“Ah, but the facts say you have. Every member of the W.F.C. will vouch for the accuracy of the data.”
Grace Claymore stared at him. “Why are you doing this?”
“Have you talked to Lytle, lately?”
His words hit her smack in the face. She was political toast. He could see her wince, confirming her guilt.
“He failed then?”
“We don’t need to say anymore. Tomorrow, you’ll resign for health reasons. If you do, no headlines will run. You’ll receive a pension and a yearly check for a half million pounds courtesy of the W.F.C. and the equivalent in Euros when we consolidate currencies, until money doesn’t matter anymore.”
“I only wanted . . .”
“Grace, I lost four bodyguards and almost lost my wife.” He knew her intentions, and for an instant, he felt pity. But pity vanished as quickly as it had come. “She, by the way, is innocent. Goodbye.”
Claymore weakened before his eyes. A ghastly pall drained her face. 
“You know your way out.” Pendleton turned and left, whistling “God Save the King.”
He exited his building and slid into the backseat of his chauffeured Bentley. Pendleton called Sir Jarvis Franks. 
“Franks here.”
“Listen carefully.”
“Arthur, is that you old boy?”
“I need three of your best men transferred to my personal protection team.”
“I’m sorry, Sir. But I can’t jump up and do that.”
“Tomorrow, Prime Minister Claymore will be resigning—health problems. Graham Lodge will become your boss. Milton Roger’s cousin Gray and I are very close. Get ahead of the game, Jarvis.”
“You’ll have them within the week, Sir.”
“Good.”
He hung up and prepared to dial Lovey. He had to be careful how he worded things with her tormenters listening in. Tormenters they were. They played on the disaster that ruined her life. They trapped her into doing their bidding. One day, he’d rescue her. One day he’d destroy the Ursas, both Major and Minor, but not today.
“Lovey,” he said as she answered.
“Darling, I miss you.”
“I know sweetheart. You’re always on my mind.”
Pendleton cleared his throat, a signal for her to pay close attention.
“Our little problem is resolved.”
“Really? Wow, I’m impressed.”
“You’ll understand more tomorrow. I’ll see you soon.”
#
Day 688
He must have talked to Claymore.
Peacock folded her cell phone and dropped it in her purse. She waved Felicia over to the front desk of Room 1515. Ursa’s plan was to fully train Felicia and remove Peacock from her assignment when the fetus was four months along. His take on the situation was that women aren’t sexually attractive pregnant. Peacock begged to differ, but said nothing.
She gave Felicia the schedule book. “I’m going up to my room. Ursa’s coming up to see me. You’re to work on your own for the rest of the week.”
“I’ll never replace you.”
“No. You’ll run the show with your own style.” Peacock smiled. “If ever I’m killed, my recommendation to Ursa is to retrain you to take my place.”
Felicia’s jaw dropped open. “Thank you.”
“If you knew the half of it, you might not thank me. But you’re the best.”
Peacock passed the guards and strolled out to the elevator.
“Change of plans,” Polaris said. “Take the elevator down and walk outside. A limo will be waiting to pick you up.”
“All right,” she said. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Of course.”
“Did you ever rebel? Did you ever question what we’re doing?”
“Yes and yes.”
“And?”
“And, it does no good. If you’re looking for a black or white world, there is no such thing, only win or lose.”
She pushed the doors open and walked outside. The brisk air didn’t change her mood, if depression was a mood. The limo waited. The right-side back passenger door slid open. Ursa’s smile greeted her as she entered. “You look stunning.”
“What do you want?”
“Testy, testy, what makes you think I want anything?”
“It’s been two weeks since Malibu, and I haven’t heard from you.”
“I’m a busy man.” Ursa put his arm around her and gave her a playful squeeze. “You’re over two months pregnant. Both you and I need to plan your next assignment from here.”
“You mean you are going to tell me, and I’m going to obey.”
“That’s another way to put it.” Ursa removed his arm. “We’re on a timetable. John Sherman, the head of the president’s security team, will be reorganizing Monroe’s personal protection team December 1st. Our estimate of your delivery date is October 31st. That leaves a month for retraining.”
“For what?”
“To head that team.”
The words, head the team, peaked her interest. Her husband had tried to kill Monroe. Guarding him would pit her against Pendleton’s plan. But she wouldn’t directly have to spy on Pendleton. She’d promised him she wouldn’t. Ursa had promised as well. But what good were Ursa’s promises?
The limousine turned in at the White House gate. Oh my God, she thought. I’m going to meet the president.
“You understand, Peacock. What I did and said to both you and Pendleton was only business. I’m fond of you, and I want to keep you alive.”
She nodded. Yes, he needed her talents. She’d acknowledge him that much.
They left the limousine and were escorted through the White House by a bulldog-like man in a black suit with a graying crew cut.
“John Sherman,” the man said and extended his hand. They stopped in the hall outside the waiting area to the Oval Office. “The word on you is that you’re a natural-born killer. Is that correct?”
“No,” she replied. “I’m cold. I’m calculating and efficient. Life made me this way.”
He smiled. “Honest response. How should I address you?”
She glanced at Ursa.
“Her cover name is Laverna. You can call her Lovey.”
That was Pendleton’s name for her. She bit her lip.
“It’s not normal for me to bring in an agent from outside the Secret Service,” Sherman said, his hazel eyes studying her. “But your record of achievements in Hercules qualifies you for this detail.”
An aide stepped out of the waiting room door and escorted the three into the Oval Office. President Monroe was bent over watering a fichus plant with his back towards his guests and didn’t speak at first. Presidents arranged the Oval Office to suit their own personality. Monroe had removed the sofas and large tables. He had showcased the oval rug installed by President George W. Bush. Four comfortable armchairs with fabric matching the rug were set in a circle around the presidential seal.
“Don’t mind me,” he finally said. “Sunlight and proper care can make these plants flourish. It’s an art.”
Six fichus plants framed the windows behind his desk. The president looked older than on television—taller too. When he straightened up, he looked down on Peacock who was close to six foot herself. “So this is the young lady I’ve heard so much about.”
“Ursa wishes her to be called Lovey,” Sherman said.
As though she was a golf club or a fishing rod, she was being admired for her performance, but unable to speak for herself. There was no offer of a handshake. The president motioned to all three to sit. She was seated between the two men facing Monroe. The president studied her and said, “Thanks to your intelligence work, our enemies failed in their first attempt to assassinate me. Your next job will be to help John Sherman keep them from succeeding with another attempt.”
“Explain my job to me, Mr. President.”
“Once trained, you will be one of three agents assigned to my personal protection. When on duty, you will always be within twenty-feet of my person. He pointed to an agent standing inside the door they’d walked through a moment ago. “John will instruct you once Ursa releases you to my service. I understand you’re pregnant my dear.”
“Due the end of October, Mr. President.”
“I understand the baby will be raised by Arthur Pendleton’s mother.”
Did the whole government freaking know?
“Yes, that’s the arrangement.”
“Six months into the assignment, you will change responsibilities. You’ll supervise my protection team and report directly to John Sherman.”
“So the team reports to me, and I report to Sherman.”
“Correct.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.”
“Your husband is a dangerous enemy. That’s why you’re married to him.” Now Monroe reached out and shook her hand. “Your service in that regard is highly appreciated. Your actions protected me.”
Monroe got up and walked back to his desk. He appeared deep in thought. He sat on the edge of the desk staring straight at her, as though he wanted a slightly different view. “Can you protect me again?”
“Mr. President. Yes, I can.”
“Would you die in my defense?”
“That’s my training. Yes.”
“How many people have you killed?”
“By myself, eighteen. As part of a team, twenty-six, Sir.”
“Is she telling the truth?” the president asked.
Ursa grinned. “She’s modest, Mr. President.”
Monroe opened his hands outward. “My people are Muskogee Creek. I’m at least seventy-five percent Creek, twenty-five percent Scotch-Irish. In ancient times, killing eighteen of the enemy single-handed would have earned you great fame and a large feathered headdress—if you were a man.”
“I don’t need a headdress, Mr. President.”
“You’ll report to John Sherman on December 1st.”
Monroe rose indicating the session was over. Sherman pointed to the door, and they exited Monroe’s office.
“Am I getting a feathered headdress?” Peacock asked.
“No,” Sherman responded.
#
With less than seven months before giving birth, Peacock wondered what she’d be doing with her time. As they left the Oval Office and returned to the limousine, Ursa answered that question. “How soon before Felicia can work unassisted?”
“She’s ready now.”
“Monday you’ll report to Central Command. You’ll be working with Magnus helping with training five hours a day. You’ll be undergoing psychological reorientation three hours a day.”
“Why the reorientation?”
“After your behavior with Pendleton, you shouldn’t even have to ask.”
“Will Doctor Kolb be there?” A chuckle told her Kolb would. “I hate her.”
“So do I. She’ll be there nonetheless.”



 
Chapter 35
 
Arthur Pendleton and Milton Rogers climbed out of their limo in front of the Palace of Westminster. Pendleton turned full circle admiring the clock tower, the Thames, and Westminster Bridge. The decision to select Rogers’ cousin, Graham Lodge, as Prime Minister was a foregone conclusion. Number 12 Downing Street sat empty. Claymore and her husband traveled to their Sussex villa immediately after her resignation speech with a huge lorry following them. The villa, located near the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity in Chichester, was ample for her retirement.
Pendleton mused that the worst part for Claymore in all this was her estrangement from Belington.
During her short address, Claymore had said, “I’ve sent my request to step down to the king. He has graciously granted it. I will leave it to His Majesty and this esteemed body’s recommendation to appoint a successor.”
Pendleton entered the joint session of Parliament behind Lodge who received a standing ovation. The media threw questions at Lodge regarding his popularity, which he dismissed out-of-hand. The only question directed at Pendleton was, “I understand Mrs. Pendleton is expecting. Is that correct?”
“Right on,” he said. “I’ll let you boys know when we’re sure it’s a boy or a girl.”
“Why do we seldom if ever see her?”
“She’s a private person. Enough said.”
Pendleton and Rogers sat in the section reserved for prominent dignitaries allowing Lodge to grab his moment of stardom. Lodge was nominated and a letter of recommendation drafted and sent to the king. Within the hour he was unanimously elected, and gave a short speech, which Pendleton had written. The King returned a letter of his own approving Lodge and appointing Milton Rogers, himself a former member of the House of Commons, to the position of Chancellor of the Exchequer, the most powerful financial office in Britain.
After the accolades subsided, the joint session disbanded. Pendleton was escorted into the new Prime Minister’s private office in the Palace. Thomas Reed and Milton Rogers joined them.
“To The Sons of TIW,” Pendleton said and raised a glass of Champagne in toast. The others responded, “To The Sons of TIW.”
“What’s the status of Agent Loomis?” Pendleton asked.
“He’s on Sherman’s short list to be appointed to guard Monroe,” Thomas Reed said. He stood stiff and tall, quivering a bit from his last encounter with Pendleton. And Pendleton delighted in that fact, as he approached Reed.
“If selected,” Reed continued, “he’ll be on the elite team by December 1st.”
“Ease up old boy,” Pendleton whispered. “You made a mistake. Look forward and not back. I’ve forgiven you. You’ll make up for it.”
Reed nodded.
Pendleton noted the strong smell of mouthwash on Reed’s breath. The man was obsessive. “Graham, your cousin will update you on the W.F.C.’s status at a later time. You need to concentrate on the U.S. space-based missile system and the Arab-Israel plan. We’ve only about twenty minutes before your press conference.”
“I dare say the world’s not as safe as it appears when you’re second from the top,” Prime Minister Lodge said. “I liked it better not knowing certain things. Explain the Arab-Israel plan to me.”
“Serge Latovsky is moving Russian troops south for training near the borders of Iran and Turkey. Several states lost in the Soviet Union collapse are on his side. He only waits for a word from me to attack and destroy the Islamic radicals and the conservative Jews in one major operation.”
“Good God Almighty.” The new Prime Minister reached for the arm of a chair and crumpled into it. “Only a word from you?”
“Tell him, Milton.”
“MI6 and the best British minds have been working on a plan to remotely access and fire U.S. space-based missiles,” Rogers said. “Last week, with the help of Thaddeus Cline, the head U.S. scientist on the missile code sequencing project, our boys were able to time the sequences correctly. Arthur negotiated a deal with both Cline and Claymore to make that happen.”
“You’re planning to fire U.S. missiles without their approval?”
Pendleton smirked. “What’s your point?”
“It’s madness.”
“No. Religious fanatics standing in the way of world peace is madness.” Pendleton approached Lodge, moving close enough that the Prime Minister’s gaze dropped to the floor. “Latovsky strikes a thrust at Iran, sweeping down between the Aral and Caspian Seas. A second army heads through Iraq, Turkey, and Syria aimed at Israel. When the Israelis react, we fire the U.S. missiles at Tehran, Tel Aviv, Iranian nuclear facilities, and Israeli key cities. We’ll threaten to destroy religious sites key to both Judaism and Islam.”
“I’ll not be a part to it.”
“Yes, you will. First, the W.F.C. controls the British pound and the European Euro. Second, you have several nasty skeletons in your political closet. Third, the leaders of MI6, the Sons of TIW, and the United Nations military want this done.”
Pendleton tossed several photographs of the Prime Minister’s family and friends on the conference table. “Of course these were taken for your family’s protection.”
“Am I a puppet then?”
“Only if you wish to be,” Rogers said. “Think man. With the Middle East secure, oil flows uninterrupted through Russia to Europe, and our allies rally to us to lead the world into a new age. You could be a hero. Our goal is a future world in peace.”
“This way, not one British solider dies in the process,” Pendleton added.
Lodge placed his head in his hands. “Are there any other surprises you have for me?”
“No. Are you on board?” Pendleton asked.
“It seems I have no choice.”
Pendleton knew he’d lied. At the moment, there were too many surprises for the Prime Minister’s heart to take. This was not the time to discuss Plan B.
#
Day 730
Peacock’s second birthday in Hercules came, and no one mentioned the event at all. Three and a half months pregnant and over morning sickness, she’d received some good news. Her baby was a boy. Pendleton would be pleased, and she was ecstatic.
Into the Central Command, she strolled, having worked five hours with Polaris. They’d spent time face-to-face working on the little details of her communication device. She had to go through an emotional readjustment. Crippled and confined to a wheelchair, her vision of him as a healthy survivor who had fulfilled his duty crumbled away.
Her own situation startled her. After two years in Hercules, she knew her options. She’d either be dead in five years or suffer Polaris’s fate within ten. The latter was more depressing than the former. She had a remote chance, less than ten percent, that she’d escape the fate of others and live to retire.
After that dose of reality hit, three hours of psychological reorientation seemed palatable. She headed into Doctor Kolb’s office and sat down. The woman was late as usual. Every minute the doctor wasted was one less minute of scrutiny.
As she looked out through the glass windows, she saw Kolb strut past her co-workers, barking orders with witchlike motions, and contorting her fingers with evil intent. Kolb had the personality of a slave ship captain with a whip. She entered her office, marched to her desk, and said, “Turn your head. I have to adjust your implant.”
“While I’m awake?”
“Turn your head!”
With an alcohol swab and a small, sharp blade, Kolb opened the pocket of flesh behind Peacock’s ear. She felt no pain at first. Kolb grabbed a tiny meter of some kind and a probe. She couldn’t see what Kolb was doing. But ten minutes later, a severe pain shot straight to the core of her spine.
“My God,” Peacock said, stifling a yelp.
“Nothing to concern yourself about,” Kolb said and handed her a mirror. “Do you see any incision?”
“No.”
Kolb held up a picture of Pendleton and Peacock taken at their wedding. A mellow euphoria rolled into Peacock’s mind.
“On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate that discomfort?”
Discomfort? Her mind swooned with tender, warm thoughts. “I feel a plus forty on the Cupid scale.”
“Give me a number from one to ten.”
“A one.”
“The implant is reacting to your attachment response. You can control that emotion by detaching your feelings.”
Kolb held up a picture of chocolate cake. Peacock giggled. “I like the taste of chocolate.”
“No reaction at all on my meter.”
The doctor held up several pictures of objects and miscellaneous people—even two photos of a naked female in the embrace of a bare-chested man.
“No emotional reaction?” Then a picture of Ursa was flashed in front of her.
“Ouch,” Peacock screamed.
“I take it you have a strong attachment response to our boss. What was your level of discomfort?”
“I’d say an eight.”
Ursa made her angry. The man was supposed to be her leader, her guide, but he didn’t care for her like Pendleton did.
“I want you to reduce the pain by changing your attitude.”
“She flashed Ursa picture up, again and again. Peacock forced herself to think positive thoughts about him, thereby reducing her pain.”
After several tests, Kolb asked. “What was your level of discomfort on the last trial?”
“Four,” she said.
“Is that tolerable?”
“Yes.”
“You see you reduced your own pain by consciously changing your feelings toward the subject.”
Kolb reached over and picked up Pendleton’s picture. She showed it to Peacock. Peacock smiled, “Still a one.”
Kolb flashed the picture at her again and sent a shock into Peacock’s head. Ten minutes later her emotions were numb—zip—zero. The discomfort shot to an eight and stayed. Without the shocks, her emotional response to Pendleton returned to normal in three days.
#
Having dethroned his wife’s nemesis, Pendleton boarded his private jet and headed for Switzerland to continue meetings with the Project Enlightenment team. The Widder Hotel opened its doors wide for this secretive group.
These bright leaders had two things in common. First, each had achieved recognition for their real world accomplishments, coming from meager backgrounds to prominence on their abilities. Second, they’d obtained advanced degrees from prestigious schools like M.I.T, Cambridge, Oxford, and Yale.
Today the subject was twofold: religion and human motivation. An interesting combination, Pendleton thought. Milton Rogers accompanied him as Pendleton’s second-in-command, a position Pendleton hoped his Lovey would hold someday. She was simply a product of her upbringing. Given enough time, she’d see his purpose was the right one.
Pendleton set the guidelines for this team of twelve, and the team developed the best solutions based on intensive study. He opened the meeting with prayer, and then headed right to the core of the subject. “Let’s start with the topic of religious freedoms. What are your thoughts?”
Linda Farnham, former Chairwoman of Behavioral Sciences at the University of Birmingham in England, pushed her chair back and stood up. “The opening on this topic has been tossed to me. Our team drew its conclusions on the conditions that the Jerusalem issue is settled, and we control both Muslim and Jewish holy places.”
Pendleton nodded.
“Freedom of spiritual expression should be allowed as long as no World Justice System law is violated. The government will impose no religion on the people. Further, no one method of religious expression will receive any special privilege over another.”
“Let’s be sure the penalties for violence based on religious differences are severe.”
“Of course, assault is assault regardless of the reason.”
Pendleton grumbled. “The penalties ought to be stiffer for religious feuding.”
“Your opinion, but not the groups,” Rogers said.
“Proceed.”
“Countries will no longer exist,” Farnham said. “But individual citizen can identify themselves with a particular faith, Moslem, Christian, Hindu, and the like. As long as they obey our laws, there will be no problem.”
Rogers waved a finger. “Forgive me. But let’s use examples. For instance, my church requires me to tithe, but money will no longer have meaning. So what do I give?”
Pendleton mused at the comment. The answer showed the simplicity of the system. “You’re right. No one will have money. You’d give of your time, talent, and service. Build your places of worship in your free time with free resources. The Bible never intended the tithe to be money. The tithe said you give the best of what you have to give.”
“All right then, what about evangelizing?” Rogers asked.
“There is a law about non-solicitation, door knocking and the like,” Farnham said, “If individuals break that law, they’ll be at hard labor for a year. But nothing prevents inviting people to your church. There’ll even be television networks devoted exclusively to spiritual programs. Individuals can choose what they watch.”
“What about the Vatican? Today the Pope claims the Vatican grounds as a sovereign nation.”
Pendleton lowered an eyebrow. The Pope would be guilty of sedition. Life in prison would be his fate. “Jerusalem must be a free city. Holy places will exist only if the government is cooperated with. The Pope must declare the Vatican a residence, not a nation.”
“I fear the consequences,” Rogers said. “But you can be very convincing.”
Pendleton rose and motioned for Farnham to sit. “I’m a Christian. I believe the blood of Christ saved my soul. But God gave everyone a free will. I can’t force my belief down other people’s throats. But I can require the laws of the Global Realm to be obeyed. Justice, equality, and liberty should abound for all human beings to grow to their maximum potential.”
“This brings us to the boredom factor.” Pendleton sat down and pointed to Victor Romanoff of the University of Kiev and Oxford.
“Let’s review the social atmosphere of the society we’re creating.” As Romanoff spoke, pictures and graphs flashed examples on PowerPoint. “Illegal drug trafficking disappears. Weapons are confiscated. Gambling establishments close. No prostitutes roam the streets. With no financial incentive, greed, as we know it, vanishes. We don’t have a Wall Street. There are no advertisements, political campaigns, or the constant bombardment of bad news through media.” Romanoff flashed a smile. “That’s the good news.”
“And the bad news?” Rogers asked.
“With all due respect, our society becomes sterile and boring. What do we do to replace all the useless pastimes people occupy themselves with?” Romanoff stood and his partner Farnham took his place managing the overheads. “We create an entirely new set of objectives and pastimes.”
“Thank God, no more ridiculous political advertisements,” Rogers said.
“Global objectives will tax the limits of the human race,” Romanoff faced Pendleton and pulled his shoulders back. “We must wipe out pollution worldwide by the year 2100. World task forces from every province must combine brainpower to design, manufacture, and install green products in all fields from residential heating to agriculture. Those within our population zealous about the environment will actively pursue that dream.”
“You’re saying we give individuals whose talents and dreams match Global goals the opportunity to fulfill those dreams.” Precisely the solution Pendleton hoped for. “I agree. And I believe firmly in the sharing of ideas between provinces.”
“Absolutely.”
“What about exploring the universe?” Pendleton asked. “With money unnecessary, resources could be directed to the heavens.”
“We have the capabilities now. Greed prevents us from the accomplishment.” Romanoff strolled around the room, hands folded behind his back. “Allowing people to achieve individual goals and dreams fitting their interests will be our greatest challenge, after we meet their basic needs.”
“Yes,” Pendleton said. “Feeding the world comes first.”
“If our mathematics and agricultural-physics formulas are correct, our planet has the capabilities of comfortably supporting a world population of seven billion people without further sacrificing our ecology.” Romanoff shrugged. “We need a committee to make recommendations regarding sustaining a planet of seven billion. That committee should be working on food production and distribution worldwide.”
“Food distribution is first priority,” Pendleton said. “Load every ship at our disposal with balanced meals and supplies. We’ll see to it food is not a problem. We’ll destroy all military opposition to our plans. But we won’t force people to accept our help. I doubt the starving will refuse.”
“Next, we create academic, sport, and game competitions between the twelve provinces and within them. These will be the key to reviving the human spirit.”
“So we’ll have competition of the mind and the body. I like it,” Pendleton said.
Farnham put a collage of pictures up on the screen showing community-building designs.
“Finally, we’ll build our society up, not out.”
Romanoff sat down and Farnham took over. “Instead of sprawling cities, major populations will live in communities with transportation networks linking to industrial, recreational, and service sectors. We will tear down the old buildings and neighborhoods and create parks, wildlife preserves, and recreational areas.”
“When you say we’ll build up not out,” Rogers said. “Describe what you mean?”
Linda Farnham stuck out her British squared chin. “I mean up toward the sky. Take a major United States city like Oklahoma City. The city sits on 607 square miles of land. The total population of the larger metro area is 1.2 million give or take a few. Building residential forty-floor quadrangles in a one square mile area with central shopping could house ten thousand residents per complex.”
“A quick second,” Rogers said. “My God, the whole metro population could be housed in 120 of these complexes.”
“Yes. And comfortably,” Farnham said. “They’d be plush accommodations, roomy, spacious units, even for the lowest qualifying society members, leaving well over 400 square miles of real estate for parks, recreation, and beautification projects.”
Romanoff added, “Eighty-seven square miles are left for green industrial production.”
“How soon do you project a green world would be possible?”
“Fifty years after securing the Globe Realm, Mr. Rogers.”
“And a completed restructuring of society?”
“One hundred years after the cession of all hostilities.”
Shivers filled Pendleton. His vision for the future could be accomplished. By working together as one people, mankind could restore the planet, explore the universe, and live in peace. With the human race pursuing these dreams, all this could be achieved.



 
Chapter 36
 
Day 882
Peacock’s private jet landed on St Johns at eleven in the morning, an hour later than expected. She disembarked preceded by two Herculean agents and followed by two members of John Sherman’s team compliments of the president. Pendleton waved to her from behind the makeshift netting that separated arriving passengers from those waiting for them.
The sight of him filled her with joy. Then a shock jolted her back to Dr. Kolb’s acceptable level. The pain was manageable. Her psychological rehab continued, even though she wasn’t sitting next to the witch.
Pendleton’s mother stood with Arthur, smiling and waving.
Once through customs and immigration, Peacock emerged from security, and Pendleton ran to her. He gave her a gentle hug. “You look gorgeous.”
“I feel like a whale.”
“You can’t fathom how deeply I love you,” he whispered.
The pain spiked and then subsided. She struggled to retain her warm feelings but the probe beat her every time.
In my heart, I know I love you, even if they shock me.
“Where are we staying?” she asked Pendleton.
“I’ve rented a property on Hart Bay. You’ll love the view.”
The next half hour taxed her conditioning. Pendleton nuzzled her neck and whispered wonderful words in her ear. Pain shot through her like bee stings. Her feelings toward him gradually became mechanical. She heard Kolb’s voice in her head.
“I’m testing your progress. This last reaction didn’t register any excitement or emotion. Good job.”
Peacock tried to get Kolb’s voice out of her memory by concentrating on her surroundings. Arthur’s mother had said little after their greeting, but she seemed happy. Peacock needed time with her alone.
“We’ve only had a few days together in the last seven months,” Pendleton said. “I miss being close to you.”
“I’ll take care of that tonight, Darling.”
“Sweetheart, you’re almost due.”
“I’m creative, silly boy.” No pain occurred. Apparently, sexual desire didn’t trigger the adverse reaction, only loving thoughts. Hum, she thought, lust is okay. Love is not. “I must talk to your mother. Give me an hour alone with her after dinner.”
“Yes, mother asked for the same.”
She did? Well of course she would. They’d never really spent any time together alone. With a grandchild days away, it would be natural to want to talk. And it was necessary for Peacock to be comfortable leaving her baby with Anne.
So far, the one area of her psyche Kolb hadn’t touched was the love she felt for the child inside her. For some reason Kolb’s probe had no effect on her affection towards her son. The thought didn’t bring comfort to her. Knowing Kolb, someday she’d poison even her maternal instincts.
I’ll not let Kolb beat me.
#
After arriving at Hart Bay, Peacock arranged the meeting between her and Anne Pendleton. Around two in the afternoon, she headed from her bedroom to meet Anne out on the deck. As she went, Polaris spoke to her. “You’re performing exceptionally well.”
“Meeting with Arthur’s mother will be a challenge,” she answered.
“We’ve rehearsed it.”
Polaris didn’t understand. With women, discussions of this nature couldn’t be rehearsed.
We’re too unpredictable, she thought.
Peacock strolled out onto the villa’s deck overlooking the beach and Hart Bay. The beauty of the Bay astounded her. Peacock’s love of tropical islands had grown. Since she’d become a Herculean, she’d traveled to the most beautiful places in the world. Her own mother would have been awed by the life her daughter now led.
The moment she pulled up a deck chair and sat down, Anne Pendleton rushed outside. “Don’t get up. Pregnancy trumps mother-in-law, my dear.”
Anne swung herself onto a hammock, feet planted firm on the deck, hands planted on the hammock. “Arthur’s said nothing as to why we have this situation. Doesn’t it seem absurd to you that I’m to be a nanny?”
“Quite absurd, I’ll grant you that.”
“And that’s it,” Anne responded and slapped her knees. “How many children will I be required to raise on my own?”
“However many Arthur wishes.”
Anne cocked her head. Peacock understood how to manipulate men. Anne was no man. She stared at Peacock—eyes and mouth wide open.
“How do you bloody Americans say it? Cut the crap, Laverna. What’s going on?”
“Before I answer, will you do as Arthur asked?”
“Of course I will, but I’ll be happier doing it understanding why. My son doesn’t reveal anything.”
“Keep your cool,” Polaris whispered. “You’re doing fine.”
Despite Polaris’s reassurance, her mouth had dried and she found it hard to swallow.
“I’m not who I appear to be. Arthur knows the reason. That’s why we’ve kept a low profile and avoided the media.”
“Who are you?”
“I can’t tell you. I can tell you I’ve killed to protect Arthur. I’m privy to information that could alter the course of history. I’ll tell you no more for your own safety.”
Anne Pendleton slumped. “Are you part of some political arrangement between our two countries?”
“I can’t tell you anymore, Anne.”
“Do you love my son?”
A sharp pain was followed by her deep breathing. “As much as I’m capable of love, yes.”
“Well he bloody adores you.” Fire lit up Anne’s eyes.
“I know.”
Peacock reached out and gently squeezed Anne’s hand. “Please understand. Arthur and I walk the path of world destiny. Our children can’t be exposed to the pressure.”
“And I’m the relief valve?”
Peacock remained silent. Anne’s punchy personality vanished. She rose from the hammock and leaned her back against the rail overlooking Hart Bay.
“Arthur never settles for excellence. Supremacy is his goal. His love for you tells me he views you as the preeminent woman. I’m afraid for both of you, my dear daughter-in-law. Preeminence is a myth.”
Peacock nodded. “I’m afraid for Arthur, not myself. What I am I asked to be.” 
Anne was right. Nothing about this marriage could match their expectations. “Please, do me one favor,” Peacock asked.
“And that is?”
“Promise me. After a week, when I give the baby into your arms, you won’t give him back, not even for a second.”
“Why?”
“I’ll attach to my son, and thereby lose my effectiveness in my role.”
Anne’s eyes moistened. Her lower lip quivered. “My heart hurts for you dear. I would have gone insane not to be able to hold my children.”
“I have no choice.”
“That’s a deception, daughter. Someone has fooled you into thinking that’s true.”
“Nonetheless, please promise.”
“As you wish,” Anne Pendleton sighed. “I’m no fool. Arthur’s been blessed with an amazing mind and the vision to match. Obviously, you are an exceptional woman. But as a future grandmother, my duty is to protect my grandchildren from the celebrity or infamy of their parents. I will guard them with my life.”
Peacock rushed to hug her. “Thank you, Anne.”
“You’re welcome, Daughter.”
The hug lasted while both women wept. Finally, Peacock broke away.
“I do love him,” she said, and hurried off.
#
Day 890
“Arthur, wake up.”
Peacock shook him.
“What? What time is it?”
“It’s two in the morning and my water broke.”
“How far apart are your contractions?”
“Maybe ten minutes?”
She chuckled as he jumped out of bed and stumbled around looking for his socks. “Your clothes are laid out on the dresser. I think we have time to shower, at least you do.”
The most powerful person in the world was human, vulnerable, and slightly clumsy.
#
Pendleton followed Peacock out to the car. They headed to the Myrah Keating Smith Center. He notified Ursa as arranged. Her medical team from the States would do the delivery.
“I’m unusually calm about this,” she said, as their car rolled up in front of the medical center. “Shouldn’t I be nervous?”
“I’ve never known you to be anything but calm.”
Pendleton opened the car door and helped her into the building and to the delivery room. All four of her bodyguards entered as well followed by Anne Pendleton.
“For her privacy, would you mind waiting outside?” Pendleton said to one of her team.
“Our orders are to stay with her at all times.”
“Doesn’t Ursa trust me?”
His question went unanswered, except for a smirk.
After four hours, her contractions came in rapid succession. The nurses were calling to her, “Push. Push.”
“I feel the baby coming,” she panted and pushed harder.
“There’s the head,” Doctor Berk whispered. “And he’s out.”
Then Berk thrust a needle into Peacock’s arm.
Her body went limp, as Pendleton jumped toward her. His reaction was too slow. Two of Peacock’s bodyguards grabbed his arms and held him fast.
“Don’t call for help,” one said. “There are two helicopters and fourteen United States Marines on the grounds.”
“You’re not going to give her even a moment with our son. Are you?”
“Stay here until we’re gone,” Berk said and patted Pendleton’s arm. “Ursa will call when you can see her again.”
“Who’s Ursa?” Anne asked, backing up away from the men, her face ashen.
“You never heard the name,” Pendleton answered. “Forget it immediately.”
Drugged and exhausted, Peacock was wheeled out with two nurses and Doctor Berk at her side.
“Shall we intercept them?” Pendleton’s team leader asked when Pendleton finally reached him by phone.
“No, let them go.”
Arthur Pendleton nestled his son in his arms, then turned to his mother. “I’ll stay here a week and help you take care of him.”
“It’s horrid what those bastards did to her. Can’t you stop them?”
“For once in my life, Mum, I can’t.”
As the helicopters left the compound, Anne Pendleton asked, “Did you agree on a name?”
He nodded. “We settled on George Henry Pendleton. George Washington and all those King George’s were leaders of our nations. Of course we’ve had a number of Henry’s as king, and Henry was her brother’s name.”
“Was?” Anne asked.
“He died.”
Pendleton left the medical center and made a call to Sir Jarvis Franks. “I need the best medical minds MI6 can muster, brain specialists in particular.”
“What on earth for?”
“To help me figure out how to deactivate an electronic probe attached to the brain.”
“The purpose of the probe?”
“Mind control.”
“I’m on it.”
Pendleton thought. That implant is coming out safely whether it takes a year or a decade—Ursa or no Ursa.
Ursa didn’t play fair. Pendleton wouldn’t play fair either. He’d rescue his wife from the control of that maniac as soon as he could.
#
Ursa escorted Peacock’s medical team into the operating room in Doctor Kolb’s clinic. He’d been overruled by his boss and was forced to implement Kolb’s heinous plan. Peacock had been in a sleep-induced coma for over six hours. She’d been examined and monitored en route from St. John’s Island.
“This new implant will work far better than the temporary one I installed,” Kolb said, as Ursa entered Operating Room B.
“It better,” he spit. “I’ll voice my disapproval one more time.”
“So noted,” Kolb said. “Our patient is in remarkably good health. It’s a simple matter of removing the temporary implant and installing the new.”
“You’ve programmed her using that needle-like device. Tell me again why a new implant is necessary?”
“The new one is pain free,” Kolb said. “We’ve measured all the thresholds and located all the response centers.”
Ursa folded his arms across his chest. “Tell me what could go wrong.”
“Nothing we know of initially.” Kolb pulled Peacock’s gown up and examined her again for any signs of post-delivery problems. “We tried memory removal on one of our test subjects. We won’t try that again.”
Ursa grunted, “Poor devil.”
“Over time the patient may develop brain cancer.”
“You’re like Doctor Frankenstein.”
“Ursa Major doesn’t think so.” She grinned, and Ursa pursed his lips.
“The cancer diagnosis is predicated on ten to fifteen years of continual stimulation. The chances are between twenty and twenty-five percent. More worrisome is a malfunction that destroys the nerve receptors. The malfunction could cause insanity and even death. There is a twenty-five percent chance of nerve receptor damage occurring within four years. After that the chance is zero.”
“How . . .”
“How do we avoid it? I recommend monitoring safety limits monthly and replacing the unit every three years.”
She turned Peacock’s head, pushed her hair up, and made an incision. “With the right neuro-imaging device and the correct brainwave band selection, she’ll be in no immediate danger.”
“So without her being aware, we select and numb areas of the brain that produce responses adverse to our mission.”
“Yes,” Kolb said. “Precisely that.”
The words “You have my go ahead” never came out of his mouth. He simply turned and left.



 
Chapter 37
 
Day 911
“Damn it, Kolb,” Ursa shouted. “It’s been weeks, and she’s not responding.”
“She’s responding. She’s not aware she is, yet.” Kolb and her assistant, an Asian man named Chang Nyugen, huddled together and made an adjustment.
“The adjustment better damn well work. I want an intelligent agent, not an unthinking killer. She’s supposed to protect the president.”
“This will work.”
“I don’t want promises, only results.”
#
The sunlight’s glare hurt Peacock’s eyes. Her eyes were opened, but it seemed as though a curtain had been raised to let the light in. She was pacing around the training area at the Herculean facility. Her last memory was of giving birth.
“Peacock?”
Magnus’s voice startled her.
“How did I get here?”
“You’ve been in training for three weeks now. Don’t you remember?”
“No.”
Her senses seemed supercharged. Sound was crisper than she’d ever remembered. She smelled sulfur from the fumes of munitions fire. She smelled her own sweat and tasted its salty flavor.
“Are you all right?”
Her senses were heightened and her body poised for action. “Yes.”
“Run the course again,” Magnus yelled. “Go.”
“I don’t remember running it the first time,” she answered as she raced up the incline obstacle and hurled herself across a spiked pit. Into the test tunnel she dashed, stopping only to adjust to the dark. As obstacles came at her, she dispatched them. She rolled and leaped through the maze, hitting only her enemies and leaving the innocent alone.
As she approached the exit, three heavy objects, painted with Pendleton’s face, blocked her way out. She ripped them apart with star wheels and her own hands and dashed into the open.
Magnus ran up yelling, “You broke your own rec. . .”
He never got the word out. She threw him bodily across the yard and was about to stab him, when Ursa’s voice screamed in her head. “Peacock, stop. Your exercise is finished.”
Blood trickled down Magnus’s neck as she rose up over him.
“Identify yourself as a friend or foe next time,” she said, glaring down at him. “Or tell me to stop sooner—Magnus?”
She helped Magnus to his feet. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you as you.”
“Control your animal, Doctor Kolb” Magnus snapped, seemingly talking to the air. “I thought I was a dead man.”
Peacock heard someone chuckle in her head.
The word animal rang true. Until that moment, the last thing she remembered was pushing out her baby from her body. She looked down at herself, fit, streamlined, and ready for any task. Her memory before her water broke was foggy at best. How long had she been unconscious, probably weeks? Her husband—who was she married to? He was an important man, but she couldn’t remember his name.
“Arthur Pendleton,” Polaris said. “Your memory will come back gradually. By the way, welcome back.”
“Thank you. I think.”
“In two weeks or less, the oral communications feature will be shut down. Audible commands won’t be necessary. All controls will be through brain stimulation.”
She didn’t answer. She was looking at her fingernails sensing the tingling of growth.
#
Peacock fastened the straps on her luggage, and two Herculeans took them away. She flopped down on her bed at the Emerald Hotel for the last time and stared up at the ceiling.
I can’t trust even my own thoughts.
Then a mellow relaxing calm poured over her. Her emotions came back under her control. She was safe.
Arthur Pendleton, yes, she now remembered him fondly. He had been her husband. Her duty was to love him for the good of the cause. She hadn’t been told if she would ever see him again. Try as she might, she couldn’t connect with anything in her past emotionally. She lived in this moment and this moment only. That didn’t bother her. She was comfortable, confident in her capabilities and herself.
Her mission in Room 1515 had ended. Reed was in hiding. The president was safe for now. And most important, her nemesis, Lytle was dead. Felicia had taken her old job and her room. Melanie was promoted to second-in-command. A newbie had been added to the staff in Room 1515. Peacock didn’t know her, but that didn’t matter. Her job was finished. She smiled.
I have a son.
Her thoughts leaped wildly, manipulated by Kolb. She would see her son again. Not Ursa, not Kolb, no one would stop her. They could alter her brainwaves all they wanted. Ursa understood her wishes and promised her visits with both Pendleton and her son. If he didn’t keep his promise, she’d kill him.
Now she had a new assignment and another boss, John Sherman. She would protect President Charles Monroe with her life. Peacock headed outside and into the back of a presidential limousine. “Good morning, President Charles Monroe,” she said to an empty back seat, save for herself, “Agent Peacock at your service.”
#
Ursa studied Doctor Kolb, as she scribbled a few notes on her pad and tweaked the controls on Peacock’s monitor. Ursa jotted down notes of his own. He looked at the calendar on his desk. Tomorrow, Peacock would join Sherman’s team. Her assignment: to protect the president—but transmit important surveillance information directly to Ursa as well. He, in turn, would keep Ursa Major informed of Monroe’s activities.
“Lovey will remain her name for now,” he said to Kolb. “The president knows her by that name. Pendleton and his friends recognize her as Laverna Smythe Pendleton. She may be the first agent to spend a career with one name.”
“Yes, that may have to be a permanent change in our plans,” Kolb said, twirling a strand of hair around with her finger. “I’m sorry I had to go over your head about the implant.”
“Forgiven.” He swallowed his dislike. He had to work with the woman.
“I’ve reset Peacock’s controls to normal mode. Her training’s complete. Have Carna keep her busy today learning Sherman’s command communications. I’ll finish Polaris and his team’s training on how to adjust Peacock’s emotional responses. He still needs work on how to dull memories, how to increase her attack and defense mode, and how to increase or decrease her libido.”
“She’ll have no idea we are fiddling with her brain?”
“She’ll know, but she won’t care. That’s why our new device is so insidiously brilliant. Everything she does will seem normal to her at the time. Her conscious thoughts will trigger her reactions. Her subconscious is in the hands of her controllers.”
Kolb furrowed her brows. “She’s the ultimate weapon without need of robotics.”
“So what if I want her to cuddle her son?” Ursa asked.
“She will, and she’ll enjoy it.”
“What if I want her to kill her son?”
“She will without hesitation.”
“You don’t really believe she’d kill her son.”
Kolb sighed. “Not yet, but I’m working on that.”
“What about when we again put her back into normal mode?”
“Every action she’s taken will feel justified to her.”
Business was business. His attempts to alter Peacock’s fate had failed. So Ursa opened a bottle of wine. “Let’s have a toast to the ultimate human female weapon.”
“Don’t be sexist. She is the ultimate human weapon. Period.”
He gathered Peacock’s support team around him. Twelve people in all were there, absent Peacock.
“To Peacock, alias Laverna,” Ursa said and raised his glass. “Cheers.”
 
The End
 



Table of Contents
Copyright
Dedication
Prologue
Chapter 1 Day 1
Chapter 2 Day 366
Chapter 3 Day 404
Chapter 4
Chapter 5 Day 475
Chapter 6
Chapter 7 Day 480
Chapter 8 Day 481
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16 Day 550
chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19 Day 582
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27 Day 651
Chapter 28 Day 660
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31 Day 671
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36 Day 882
Chapter 37 Day 911


cover.jpeg
LL WETTERMAN

B





