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Chapter 1
 
Agent Peacock, aka Laverna Smythe, rode alongside Secret Service Agent Alan Loomis. The two scoured for signs of trouble in advance of President Monroe’s motorcade to JFK Airport. Her third year in Hercules crawled past with less action than her first assignment in the elite secret unit within Homeland Security. One word described the past few months—boring.
Loomis, unaware she was a Herculean, called her Laverna when they were friendly, or The Redhead, when she drove him mad. The agents in Hercules called her Peacock, the deadliest human weapon the agency possessed. Fast, strong, and a martial arts expert, Peacock’s talent equaled six fully trained agents in a fight. Her partly cloudy mood described her feelings most days, since this assignment irritated her with inactivity.
Hercules operated outside the channels of government, reporting only to the president. Their covert operations recently thwarted an assassination attempt against President Monroe, and Peacock now guarded the president to prevent another attempt from occurring.
Peacock’s hand involuntarily moved behind her right ear. An implant that controlled her emotions entered her brain at this point. The device signaled to her controllers her emotional status every second of every day. Right now, an agent named Polaris controlled her, and she trusted him. She could perform to the optimal with his guidance. Peacock solved puzzles inside her Mensa level brain as she and Loomis rode along.
 “Roger that,” she heard Loomis say. “We’re on our way.”
“Problem?” Peacock asked.
“Another tip’s come in on suspicious activity along our master’s route.” Loomis sped up.
She shot into alert mode. Leaving her puzzle, knowing she could recreate it at any time. Loomis pulled into a parking lot at the Courtyard near JFK Airport, and Peacock snapped into strategic mode. He pointed up at a seventh floor window. “Info received from Intel says two Arab men obtained a room up there three days ago. Another man joined them this morning. Each has been seen carrying small athletic bags into the hotel. According to a desk clerk, the bags smelled like C4 explosives.”
“How could he know?”
“I have no idea,” Loomis said. “How long before his majesty’s limo drives by?”
“Fourteen hundred hours—ten minutes from now,” Peacock answered. “And his title is Mister President, not his majesty.”
“Whatever. Let’s pay our friends a visit.”
Loomis headed through the hotel’s side door with Peacock behind him. 
“Avoid the elevator,” Loomis said. “We’ll take the stairs.”
Peacock’s government-spec navy-blue suit flexed well going upstairs. She could race up three floors without letting her heels touch the ground. She practiced climbing stairs in four-inch stilettoes.  She matched Loomis in speed and stealth, and she still looked great onboard Air Force One.
They reached Room 719 with five minutes to spare. Loomis didn’t wait. “Federal agents open up.”
Silence.
After a minute, Peacock used her government passkey and unlocked the door. The latch held on the inside. She shot the bolt off, and Loomis kicked the door in. She tumbled into the suite coming up with her gun pointing at the adjoining door. That door was wide open, allowing for a walkway between rooms. The adjacent suite appeared empty, but a commotion inside said otherwise.
“Escape attempt in progress in 721,” she managed to get out, before two heavy set men appeared at the adjoining door. She leaped behind a kitchen bar and yelled, “Secret Service, put your weapons down and your hands in the air where I can see them.”
The men disappeared back through the doorway. Neither set foot in her suite.
They’re deciding to fly, fight, or surrender.

Loomis fired his gun from out in the hall, and she instinctively leaped up and raced toward the adjoining room, closing the escape perimeter. The two men who had appeared briefly in the doorway must have run out of the line of Loomis’s fire. She heard the adjacent suite’s door slam.
She positioned herself to charge into the next room, when the door to the bedroom on her side cracked open. A voice called out, “I’ll surrender peaceably.”
“Stay where you are. You’re a dead man if you move.”
Maybe he wanted to surrender. Maybe he wanted to make her think so. 
“Hands behind your backs,” Loomis yelled from the other suite. “Arrest anyone on your side, Partner.”
“All right,” she called to the man behind the bedroom door. “Toss out your weapon and come out where I can see you.”
A revolver she recognized, an old .22 Smith & Wesson similar to the one she used for target practice, slid across the floor. An old man limped out of the bedroom and turned around with his hands in the air. Loomis followed two cuffed young Arabs into her suite.
Hotel security entered the room as the local police pulled into the parking lot below. “Thank your Boss for giving us a heads up.”
“I’m glad he called you. The federal government will pay for the door.” Peacock sniffed the air, “The smell’s cocaine, not C4.”
She crept into the old man’s bedroom. “Alan,” she called to Loomis. “You have to see this. There has to be the equivalent of twenty-pounds of the stuff. At seven hundred an ounce on the street, well you do the math.”
“No presidential threat here,” Loomis said, “only a drug deal.”
“Let’s go.” Peacock pushed past Loomis and headed for the hallway. “We’ve got fifteen minutes to get to Monroe’s side as he boards Air Force One.”
Peacock called back to the two New York policemen she passed on her way to the stairwell. “The cuffs aren’t free. Return them to the president’s security team, and someone unknown wants to buy that white powdery shit our prisoners have, just so you know.”
As Loomis drove out of the hotel parking lot, Peacock focused on her next task. President Monroe was heading to London for a week of negotiations. In London, on her only day off, she’d reunite with her husband. The thought brought a customary discomfort. Polaris worked continuously to remove her feelings from the past, particularly for her husband.
She learned to disassociate per her training and deal with the disorientation inside her head. Colors in the red-blue spectrum along the roadway became focal points and calmed her. Her mind centered only on the shades she enjoyed. A few seconds later, perfectly at ease, she dozed off.
#
Air Force One leveled off at 30,000 feet en route to London. Peacock remained buckled in her seat in the back of the president’s work area next to John Sherman, the head of the president’s security team. Three other agents secured themselves into the front seats turned to face the rear of the plane. President Charles Monroe took the chair bolted behind a desk in the cabin, `and his Chief of Staff edged in across from him.
Peacock reached over and rubbed Sherman’s arm. “Sleep for a while. I’m rested and on my second cup of coffee.”
Sherman nodded and closed his eyes. She required little sleep on duty. Off duty, she was hard to wake up. She leaned back and waved down the steward. “Another coffee for me and one for Agent Loomis in the front, he looks like he needs one.”
“Thanks Laverna,” Alan Loomis replied. “You’re right. I haven’t been sleeping well of late.”
If Loomis only knew, she thought. She and her husband kept their marriage low key. The birth of her son had been on a need to know basis. Few people recognized Laverna Smythe, as the mother of the heir to a fortune. Sherman knew. Monroe was aware, but no one else on her team had information about her personal life. During her previous assignment, lunch with the Chief of Staff at the Emerald Hotel was commonplace. Now, with her red hair shorter and wearing a navy business suit, light blue-collared shirt, and solid navy tie, even the Chief of Staff didn’t recognize her as Laverna from the infamous Room 1515.
From her first day under Sherman, her value showed. Peacock instantly recognized when things were out of place. Her training alerted her to shadows in windows, vehicles where vehicles shouldn’t be, and items not fitting their location. When the plane landed in London, she and Agent Loomis would exit the president’s aircraft first, looking for these not so obvious dangers hiding in plain sight.
If Peacock could put a soul back inside the robot she had become, no telling what value she would be.
Have I ever had a soul?

Not since her family died. Only the thoughts of her baby son warmed her. She ached to cradle her child, a boy she’d never held.
She remembered the recent past. Her retraining with her new boss, John Sherman, rang as clear as crystal. Nonetheless, when she tried to recapture anything before her retraining, her mind slipped into a murky abyss.
Attempting to connect with her feelings about her husband caused her emotional world to crack. She was in love with him at one time, before the new implant changed her. Now she wondered if that love would rekindle when she saw him again.
#
“Move that luggage cart!” Peacock jogged forward and to the right of the red carpet onto which the president would step.
“Who made you Prime Minister, Doris?” a voice from British security at Heathrow snipped in her headset.
“Cut the malarkey and move the cart.”
“Do what she says.” Loomis whispered loud enough for both Peacock and British security to hear. “She can kick my arse and yours. She’s right. The cart’s a security risk.”
Peacock nodded a thank you toward Loomis and then searched the crowd for other potential threats. Except for the minor scuffle at the Courtyard, she hadn’t had a real fight since her retraining.
President Monroe stepped out onto the platform at the exit door of Air Force One. An artist with imagination could have painted a middle-aged Sitting Bull in a business suit and mirrored the image. Deep-set brown eyes, black hair, and squared jaw, reflected the stately quality of the Indian part of his bloodline.
Mrs. Monroe, a blue-eyed blonde, mid-forties, swung in alongside the president. Her countenance and posture shouted ‘Don’t thread on me.’ The two came down the stairs to receive greetings from the U.S. Ambassador to Great Britain and several British dignitaries. 
The moment the president’s foot hit the ground, Peacock pulled parallel to him scanning every person in line for signs of trouble.
“Open your purse.”
A woman of slight statue but indignant countenance huffed but complied. The purse contained nothing of concern.
“Thank you, you may greet the president.”
As Peacock moved on, she heard the woman say, “Where do they find these nutters?”
A nutter? Maybe she was. She tossed aside the comment and stuck to her job.
Once Monroe’s limousine pulled away, Loomis and Peacock jumped into the vehicle behind him and headed toward The Dorchester in the Mayfair District. Peacock bumped Loomis’s arm.
“Thanks for the good word, Partner.”
“I simply told the truth.”
“And I agree with him.” Polaris’s voice chimed inside her head. “You need to know your husband changed his schedule. He moved the date from Friday to next Wednesday.”
That’s over eight days away.
“He’s probably not horny yet. Play nice.”
Peacock bit her lip. Then images of the erotic liaisons she experienced in Room 1515 and with her husband aroused her. Of course, she’d play nice.



 
Chapter 2
 
Peacock stood statuesque, her back pressed against the right side of the doorframe in the Cabinet Room of Number 10, Downing. Loomis, more stone-like, mimicked her pose at the left side of the door. British security stood guard mid-wall and far side of the room by the windows. Tough, her assessment of them said. The British bred their agents to be gruff and obstinate. 
The room smelled damp. She supposed those who lived and worked here didn’t notice, but breathing the air irritated her throat and lungs. The yellow-gold walls and beautiful art gave the room a sparkling look, which seemed a contradiction to the odor. She reminded herself the implant enhanced sights, sounds, and smells. She enjoyed nature far more now that she could clearly use her senses in hyper-mode. 
Peacock absorbed and recorded every movement and voice in the room. The task was to protect while being invisible—dull at best. Compared with her last assignment in Room 1515, this seemed like a vacation.
Boredom led to searching the files in her mind in these idle moments. Plainly, Hercules’ control room signals had shut several major thought-pathways. However, if her entire capability to make independent choices were shutdown, she would be a vegetable. And she certainly wasn’t. Maybe she could build alternate routes and worm her mind around the blockades.
A polite knock on the door grabbed her attention, and Agent Loomis opened it. 
“Sir, I bring an urgent message for Prime Minister Lodge.”
There stood a wiry, thin man with a neatly trimmed and curled Imperial mustache.
“And you are?”
“Sir Jarvis Franks, MI6.”
British security escorted Franks directly to Lodge’s side. Peacock watched as Franks whispered something to Lodge.
“Are you sure?” Lodge answered as Monroe’s Chief of Staff grabbed his cellphone and turned to the president. Both men chimed the same words. “Iran has fired upon Russian troops gathering in Turkmenistan.”
Somewhere in Peacock’s mind, she recalled a discussion between her husband and his staff about a Russian threat toward Iran. She couldn’t visualize the situation or the surroundings clearly.
Peacock noted President Monroe’s face showed his surprise. While Lodge seemed engaged with the situation, his reaction revealed concern, but not surprise. Significant? She’d store this away for future recall.
Loomis shrugged, “Looks like a war has started. I thought the Iranians and the Russians were buddies.”
“Not since the radical Muslim groups in Chechnya and the southeastern republics took over.” Her academic studies and her training in Hercules covered this subject. “The Turkmen feel closer to Iran than to Russia in ideology.”
John Sherman spoke into Peacock’s headset. “Monroe’s cutting short this meeting. We’re heading home.”
#
As the president’s motorcade headed for Heathrow, Peacock and Loomis rode behind Monroe’s limousine. John Sherman occupied the president’s limousine with Mrs. Monroe and Chief of Staff. A flight back to Washington wasn’t in the plans for two more days. Sherman had to patch security together.
Peacock gazed out her window with increased curiosity. She’d traveled in London with her husband. The area they were heading into wasn’t the safest, a site of riots only months earlier much like the Americans were experiencing in Chicago and Los Angeles. Advanced security hadn’t scoured these buildings. 
“We normally stay on M4 toward Heathrow,” Peacock whispered to Sherman through her headset. “That way takes less time. Why have we taken A4?”
“I’ll check.”
She heard Sherman talking to British security. Then the lead limousine veered right. The president’s limousine spun sideways, and the driver of Peacock’s limousine pulled a revolver out from under his seat. He never had a chance to use it as Peacock shot him through the back of his neck. Their limousine smashed head-on into the back, right side of the president’s vehicle.
Peacock and Loomis rolled out of opposite doors as machine gun fire strafed their limo. She observed Sherman and two others running with the president. She fired in the direction of the machine gun sound and rolled behind a clump of barberries. Wild gunfire bursts strafed the ground, shredding apart the bushes. 
By then, Peacock succeeded in hunching down next to a nearby building. She spotted the window the shots were coming from and entered that building on the ground floor. 
“I’m after the gunman,” she whispered. “Is the president all right?”
“Shaken,” Sherman, said. “We’ve been transferred to an alternate vehicle. The driver of the first limousine is still out there. British security is escorting us on. Bring one back alive if you can.”
“Understood.”
Peacock wasn’t used to bringing people back alive. She reached the top floor and stopped to listen. She could see the door behind which she suspected the shooters were located. She heard no sound. No one had left the building. They would have had to go past her. There didn’t appear to be a way up to the roof.
Either, they were inside that room or had escaped out the window. She doubted the latter. A click snapped her into high alert. She stepped back, crouched, and aimed at the door. Then she realized the click came from the entry door—a nice touch from her implant. Every one of her enhanced senses leaped into action when her adrenalin soared.
Whoever entered had stealth feet, but his shadow on the stairway gave him away. Still in his chauffeurs’ outfit by the image of a hat on the wall, his gun was drawn, and he moved blithely.
Why hasn’t anyone in the other apartments come out to see what’s going on?
The floor she was on had four rooms and one hallway. The light switches didn’t work. There was a service elevator. When she pressed the button, nothing happened. In fact, other than the emergency lights and light from the windows, no electricity was on—an abandoned apartment complex? 
She turned with her back to the wall next to the stairwell, listening to her target breathing. He had to be no more than a few feet from the top of the stairs. The words Magnus, her trainer, used rang in her head. “Target identified. Attack and destroy.”
Peacock swung into the stairwell, grabbed the handrail, and launched her feet against her enemy. He fell backward down onto the second floor landing, firing into the ceiling as he fell.
She heard the crack as he hit and his yowl of pain. His gun bounced down the steps toward the entry. Agent Loomis banged through the ground floor door and headed up the stairs. Peacock ran back up to the third floor.
“Keep him alive,” she called back.
The silence bothered her. Surely, if anyone were still in there, he’d have taken the opportunity to attack while she was busying herself with the chauffeur. Then her eyes spotted a tripwire at the base of a door. She smelled C4. Her training said run. If the booby-trap didn’t work, that device could be set-off with a cellphone.
“There’s a bomb. Leave.”
Loomis lifted the chauffeur up. Peacock followed him down the stairs and out the front door. British MI6 personnel approached the building. 
Peacock shouted. “There’s a bomb.”
Within seconds, the building’s upper floor blew off and the percussion deafened Peacock. An MI6 task force leader stopped them. “Come with us. We’ve cleared this with Sherman. We’ll include you in the debriefing. Then you’ll be flown back to the States.”
“And the president?”
“Fine. He bruised himself getting out of the limo. Your people did a right good job.”
And your people didn’t.
“They’re keeping us here for the debriefing?” she asked Sherman through her headset.
“Roger that. I’m staying as well,” he responded. “They won’t be sending our would-be assassin State-side, so we’ll have to make the best of our time here.”
“I never thought of the Brits as our enemy,” Loomis mumbled after handing the chauffeur over to British security.
Peacock wasn’t surprised. She was married to a Brit, probably the most dangerous enemy America had ever faced. Thankfully, she’d be in London on Wednesday to rendezvous with him.



Chapter 3
 
 Arthur Pendleton practiced deep breathing exercises as his limousine headed for the Widder Hotel. Another career altering motivational speech to deliver, he went through his prep to create the confident look and tonal quality his followers expected. His cell rang and he glanced at the number. “Reed,” he muttered. “His timing is always imperfect.”
Pendleton popped his cellphone open. “And what could have gone wrong this time?”
“Sir, I made an attempt on Monroe’s life. It failed. I wanted you to hear it from me.”
“I didn’t order an attempt be made.”
“I have my own resources, and I don’t like unfinished business.”
“I don’t have time for this. We’ll discuss it later.”
Pendleton closed his cellphone, as his driver signaled the approach to the hotel. However, before the cellphone reached his pocket, it rang again. Caller identification said, Russian President Serge Latovsky.
“I asked you to wait,” Pendleton answered, holding back the anger he felt about Latovsky’s blunder.
“One of my generals misread a memo,” Latovsky chuckled. “Not seeing the date, he moved on Dashoguz too early. Once across the border, I had no choice.”
I don’t believe you my greedy friend.
“What did the Iranians throw at you?”
“Iranian forces crossed into Turkmen territory at Ashgabat and their combined armies are moving north. We’re coming under heavy missile and artillery fire, but they have no idea what firepower I’m bringing to bear. I’ll chop the head off the beast here and now. I’ll ride into Tehran victorious.”
“I’ll drink to your success,” Pendleton said, “But I’m delivering a speech now. I’ll call you back.”
He hung up and his limousine pulled up to the Widder Hotel. As he rushed up to the Penthouse Suite, his mind sorted out his weak and disloyal followers from the strong and loyal ones. Neither Reed nor Latovsky fit the latter. He’d join his fifty or so project leaders for a final run-through of his plans. The world would be his if everything fell neatly into place. If not, pollution and war would seal the doom of the planet, and life as humankind knew it would cease.
The crowd in the Penthouse Suite stood and applauded as Pendleton entered. He waved at those in the audience and shook hands with the discussion leaders seated in the front row. Then he hopped up onto the platform.
“I addressed most of you eleven years ago,” he said, as he moved behind the podium and adjusted the microphone on his collar. “Our world situation hasn’t changed. We are the only lifeline to the planet’s salvation. God willing we will prevail.”
He motioned for them to sit down and waited until the commotion ceased. “The coming war will be short but bloody. Assume mass casualties from the Mediterranean to the Pacific Ocean, plus those humans starving from the wars ongoing in Africa.” He looked at his expert on curbing hunger and asked, “Linda, how is the nutrition distribution logistics coming along?”
“Each of our seven regions is ahead of schedule.” Linda Farnham, the former Chairwoman of Behavioral Sciences at the University of Birmingham in England, proclaimed confidently. “We’ve been loading nutrient packs containing high protein-high vitamin content onto vessels to distribute as each nation joins the Global Realm. As of today, we have seventy-three fully loaded ships, each carrying four-hundred million 12-ounce nutrient drinks. Each drink is capable of sustaining a mature adult male for a day.”
“Impossible,” someone called out. “You’re talking over thirty billion cans of nutrient.”
“Not impossible?” Farnham's voice rang out with a lilt. “Over 1.2 billion cans of soda are consumed worldwide every day. We’ve stockpiled healthy drinks.”
“Good God, people drink that much soda!”
“The point is we are prepared to feed the world.”
Farnham sat as Pendleton continued. “Our friends will be met with grace. We’ll cut off our enemies from our society. If they threaten us, we’ll kill them. Any individual joining us freely will receive citizenship.”
Milton Rogers, Chancellor of the British Exchequer, and Pendleton’s closest confidant, interjected. “The military might of Western Europe, Australia, and the Eastern European block, headed by Russia, is fully behind us.”
“They’re not as capable as the Americans,” a project leader called out.
Rogers grimaced. “The American economy is in free fall. The American president is ineffective. I won’t steal Arthur’s thunder, but we have the capabilities to bring eighty-five percent of the world under our control right now.”
“By population, only seventy-percent.”
Pendleton laughed outright. “But the bigger picture gives us leverage to persuade the rest in a few months, instead of decades.” He placed both hands on the podium—legs planted firmly, eyes focused on the center of the room. “Within a week to ten days, American military firepower will aid us in putting an end to religious strife between the Muslim and Israeli worlds.”
Utter silence filled the room. Not a foot scuffed the floor. Not a paper crinkled in a hand.
“We will announce to the world our plan for a one-world government and abolish the monetary system. We will replace that system with equal distribution for all and our new allocation plan.”
Now applause erupted, but Pendleton shut the celebration down. “Don’t rejoice for five years. That’s how long it will take to subdue the rebellious, weed out traitors within the Asian block, and begin to turn world’s pollution problems around and back onto the right path. Some will call this war madness. Not I”
Those present quieted.
“You must work harder than you ever have in your lives to save the future of humanity.”
The door in the back flew open. Pendleton ducked, and three of his bodyguards jumped the man entering and threw him to the floor.
“He’s my aide,” Rogers intervened.
“President Monroe was attacked,” the aide managed as the bodyguards helped him back to his feet. “En route to Heathrow, two Secret Service agents were killed and three of the assassins. The BBC is covering the situation live.”
“What about Monroe?” Pendleton asked.
“Knocked himself silly attempting to flee the scene, but he’s otherwise fine.”
A groan went up.
“United States agents captured one of the attackers. Oddest thing, the agent who disabled him was a woman.”
Pendleton’s chest quivered. Lovey! He’d seen her in action. Hercules lied to him again. Damn them! She was on Monroe’s security team. No wonder he would be able to meet her in London.
He had a more serious problem. Thomas Reed had done only one thing right. He’d called Pendleton to admit his failure. Pendleton had not approved the team Reed sent to kill Monroe. Thomas Reed failed again. Either Monroe possessed nine lives, or Reed was an imbecile.
He grabbed his cell and turned away from his audience.
“Reed here,” the deemed imbecile answered.
“Have our inside man move within the week.”
“Roger that.”
“And Thomas . . .”
“Yes?”
“This fiasco was your last chance. You’re no longer in my service.”
#
With the room emptied and the delegates gone, Pendleton relaxed with Milton Rogers to clear his mind. “The American people will thank me when I take control. They’ll never have to listen to a political or product advertisement again.”
“Think again,” Rogers lamented. “You’re going to force them into the real world. They won’t be able to live by texting, television, or computer surfing, except while working in our service or during their classroom studies.”
“Thank God for that.”
“How do you intend to keep control, once you have it?”
“We’ll put down all resistance with horrific force. The Americans are debase, morally corrupt, and greedy, as are our Western block of nations. The Eastern bloc are religious fanatics or morally bankrupt as well.”
“Which will be the harder to control?”
“Not a question to worry over. Every individual has a choice. If they accept us, they will have citizenship and prosper. If they fight us, we will kill them. If they ignore us, so be it. The Global Realm will not help them. Those outside our protection will be thrown into another Dark Age.”
“To change the subject,” Rogers said, and sipped some coffee. “The highest level of service should be awarded in the environmental clean-up efforts—an incentive to perform.”
“Ah, but no,” Pendleton said, and bit into a delicious piece of mincemeat pie. “Every job has purpose. Rewards come through being the best at your job whatever it may be. Yes, the highest priority on our agenda after the war will be environmental clean-up, starting with the confiscation of all weaponry outside of Global Realm Security.”
The look on Roger’s face told Pendleton his friend understood the error of his words. Eliminating individual class and competition was a key to the new world order. People shouldn’t think one contribution as more important than another contribution.
As they talked, his mind drifted to his concern for Lovey. Tonight he’d drop down on his knees and pray for God to protect her. Soon they would be together for the first time in five months, but who would be behind her eyes?
#
“Hold your son.” Pendleton’s mother, Anne, placed George into Arthur Pendleton’s arms. “My hip hurts when I stand with him too long. Chunky little bugger, he is.”
His father’s blue eyes smiled up at him. So much of his heritage came from his father, a curly-haired laborer with a temper, yet a gentle hand. His mother was a dark-eyed, trim Welsh woman, no taller than her mop. She was spirited. However, Pendleton looked like his father reincarnate, sandy hair, blue eyes, and a tall, slender stature.
Arthur Pendleton and his brother, Ian, grew up 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. No one really knows if there ever was a battle there, or a King Arthur.
“Why can’t you take George with you when you see Lovey? I’m sure she misses him.”
The answer was too complicated. He shrugged.
“Those Americans who took her from George are behind this. Aren’t they?”
“The whole bloody U.S. government appears to be, Mum. I’ll ring you up after I’ve seen her.”
“She’s a smart girl. And she cares for you.”
He didn’t know what she cared for now, or what those fiends might have done to her. Her handlers broke their promise to her by never allowing her to hold George in her arms. He would never forget or forgive the bastards.
“I love her more than life.” He bent and kissed his mother on the forehead, took his son from her arms, and sang, “A Frog He Would A-Wooing Go.” 
The little treasure in his arms was Laverna’s gift to him, a son to carry on his legacy.
Laverna Smythe Pendleton, aka Peacock, aka Donna O’Conner, consumed his every moment whether planning the bankruptcy of the United States or the assassination of its president. He’d gladly give his life for his wife. Fate tricked them both, but so long as he had breath, he’d find a way to remove that infernal device from her brain.
#
Pendleton kissed his mother, Anne, goodbye Monday afternoon, leaving two of his best security people with her. Once in his office in London, he called Ursa Minor, Lovey’s boss and second in command at Hercules.
“Define the parameters for my day with Lovey.”
“You’ll meet in the Hilton Park Lane Hotel by Hyde Park,” Ursa said. “She’ll be in the Clarence Suite by six in the morning. We’ll be escorting her out at midnight. Peacock is under instructions not to reveal what assignment she’s working on.”
Before Pendleton could speak, Ursa hung up. Pendleton propped his feet up on his desk and threw a wadded up piece of paper in his wastebasket. “I bloody despise that man,” Pendleton said. However, before he could work up a steam, his Red Phone rang. “Pendleton.”
“Before you yell at me, believe me. Starting this war now is good thing. Yes?”
“Serge, I urged you to wait one more month.”
“All right. I’m, how you English say, pressed for cash. Plus, Russia’s running out of oil. I needed to act.”
Pendleton had held the Russian President at bay for two years. He must support him now. The missile bank technology worked. The missile code program performed flawlessly. As soon as he disposed of Monroe, he would unleash the missiles. “War must be fought to win, totally, and without a conscience. I’ll give you the support you need. I won’t lose this war.”
“You and I, my friend, will make history and put an end to religious feuding.”
“I pray for the day,” Pendleton said and hung up. Latovsky blundered. That blunder would cost him his life. He just didn’t know that yet. 
Pendleton kicked back away from his desk. The genesis of a new world lay within his reach. The European Commonwealth only waited for the raising of his hand. The Russians licked their lips, ready to dine on the Muslim and Israeli worlds. Pendleton gripped the world’s monetary system firmly in his hand. All Pendleton had to do was give Professor Cline, his man inside the missile complex, the word, and the United States Space-based missile system would complete the plan. Pity, the Russians wouldn’t be the stars in the History books. Latovsky knew only one eighth of the plan.
However, his Lovey was coming to see him, and without her, conquering the world seemed pointless. The Americans had invented the brain-computer interface, the BCI, for army battlefield situations during the Second Iraq War. Only in the top-secret labs of this superpower, did the research go into the realm of merging computer and human intelligence, as with the implant in Lovey’s head. 
Pendleton picked up the office phone and turned to the window. Israel boasted the finest brain researchers in the world, and Milton Rogers had procured a team for him.
“Haifa Medical Research.”
“Doctor Rueben Levi, please.”
“May I say who is calling?”
“Tell him, Milton’s friend.”
“One moment.”
Pendleton despised recorded music, particularly when interrupted by commercials. Luckily, the pain of the Copacabana-style rhythms lasted less than a minute.
“Levi.”
“Arthur Pendleton, thank you, Doctor, for taking my call.”
“Yes, keep the world green.”
Those words signaled Levi was a friend of The Sons of Tiw, Pendleton’s Secret Service.
“I’ll be seeing our friend first thing Wednesday. Is everything in place? What should I do?”
“You’ll have a team with you?”
“Yes, I’ll be escorted by my security people.”
“Immediately upon your arrival at the hotel, flowers will be handed to you.”
“By whom.”
“Mossad, they’re friendly. See that the flowers are put in your wife’s hand.”
“And?”
“And nothing, keep them in her room.”
“But . . .”
“Do you really want me to bore you with technology?”
“Anything else?”
“You’ll be debriefed by me when the data is processed. Watch her eyes for recognition and reaction. Remember you can see behavior we can’t hear. People under someone else’s influence say things that don’t match their body-language.”
“Roger that.”
“Most important, find out where the implant is attached and what the area around it looks like.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Pendleton’s hands trembled as he set down the phone. From the moment he set his eyes on her, Laverna Smythe owned his soul. He feared that Hercules had killed the blithe spirit within her. Every waking moment brought little gems of her into his consciousness, like pouring his heart out to her about his dreams. Even when his anger flared, she could whisper harp-like music to his soul.
Damn the bloody Americans for changing her. 
They’d better bring her to him whole when all was written out and accomplished, or he’d kill every last Herculean who’d harmed her.



Chapter 4
 
Peacock showered and made herself alluring. She under applied her makeup and layered lace panties and a sheer nightgown over her body to arouse Pendleton when he saw her. Of course, her natural prowess and her emotions enhanced by technology made her irresistible to men.
The moment her team told her Pendleton had cleared Hercules’ security, her body sensitized. My God, she grew close to orgasm, and he hadn’t opened the door.
At first, Peacock fought her emotions. She hoped to talk to her husband and reconnect. Then she realized that the control team was playing naughty inside her head. Logically, she ought to be nervous about having sex with her husband, not having seen him in months. She didn’t clearly remember him. However, her tormentors manipulated her emotional impulses, and regardless of what he looked like, she wanted to tear his clothes off the moment he walked through the door.
“He’s here,” Polaris said. “Work your magic.”
Pendleton entered with flowers in his hand—a gorgeous looking man. She dropped her gown, tossed the flowers he’d handed to her onto the nightstand, and melted into him. Her mind controlled her body and her body flooded her mind with lustful thoughts. He returned her advances with enthusiasm. For the next hour, his body spoke to hers and she remembered its language.
“I’ve missed you,” Pendleton said as he wrapped his arm under her breasts and curved his body against her backside. “I’ve missed your smile and your voice.”
Peacock couldn’t answer. Her body contracted in intense waves. Her orgasm kept increasing. She fought to bring body under control as the pleasure turned painful. Then as quickly as she’d become aroused, the sensations stopped. The sudden decrease in her heart rate caused her to blackout for an instant. She sucked in a deep breath as she regained consciousness.
“Did I say something wrong?”
“No,” she answered.
 As much as she could remember of her husband, told her he was trustworthy. She put her finger to her lips, swung herself out of bed, and grabbed a pen and paper off the table. 
They control me.
She pointed to her head.
I’m trapped inside.
Pendleton’s eyes saddened and his jaw quivered. He nodded with understanding.
She didn’t want her feelings for him to die, but they were fading as the seconds passed.
Sorry, she wrote, as tears fell from her husband’s eyes. The vision of him changed from that of her loving husband to an ordinary man. She read the notes she’d written and thought—Hercules will not win.
“How is our child?” she said, as the last drop of emotion squeezed out of her.
#
Pendleton studied the shell of the woman to whom he’d just made love. She was Laverna Smythe-Pendleton for a brief moment. He had hope. If his people could figure out the science and rid her of that retched device without turning her into an idiot, she would be his Lovey again. 
He forced himself into task-mode, glanced at the flowers, and said, “Little George misses his mum. But Granny Anne is aces at her job.”
“Do you have a picture?”
Pendleton pulled out a stack of photos showing their healthy, smiling son with Peacock’s red hair and Pendleton’s blue, deep-set eyes. “He’ll be a tall, strapping lad. A great mix of the two of us.”
“I remember giving birth to him.”
The confusion on her face cut deep into his soul. Was her mind destroyed? No.  She thought logically, but her emotions were either hyperactive or repressed at her controllers’ will.
“Do you remember me?”
She cocked her head toward him and smiled. “Bits and pieces.”
“Tell me what you remember.”
“I recognized you when I saw you, but until now, I couldn’t have picked your picture out of a group. I saved your life once in a battle by the ocean.” She stood and looked in the mirror as though she’d forgotten the question. “Do you like my new body? I’ve worked hard at tightening my stomach and using cream on my stretch marks.”
Pendleton bit his lip. He’d have to ask the questions and see what recollection she had. “Do you remember meeting me in Athens?”
She didn’t look at him, only herself in the mirror. “You gave me a blue garnet engagement ring.” She turned toward him and showed him her hand. “I wear it still, along with the band.”
He almost asked her if she’d been faithful, but thought better of it.
“Tell me about me. Who am I?” she asked.
The question seemed absurd coming from anyone else.
“Eighteen people were incinerated on a Virginia highway.”
Her eyes were as blank as one possessed. “Yes. I’ve been told everyone died but me. My whole family disappeared in a flash. What else?”
“I’ve seen you kill. I’d say you could best five of my best agents without breaking a sweat.”
“I already have, Darling. I remember my kills.” Her face showed a devilish grin. “I can recall the faces of the dead.”
“You called me, Darling,” Pendleton’s throat choked up. “The night you saved my life, you told me you loved me as much as you could ever really love anyone. You have a bogus estate worth seven billion dollars. You’re a damn genius with an I.Q. over 150. Should I go on?”
Peacock flashed a faint recognition, put her hand to her head, and then reached for the pad and paper.
As you talk to me, I recall things in pictures—where I was when I learned of my IQ. Things like that. My controllers modify my responses, so I react only intellectually.
Pendleton grabbed the papers she’d written earlier and held them up. She studied them and shook her head. He wrote,
You wrote these no more than ten minutes ago.
I don’t remember.
He placed her hand in his and mouthed. “Do you believe the notes?”
She nodded.
He let go her hand and wrote. Until my dying breath, I’m going to find a way to free you.
“Please do.”
Chills coursed through him. She’d reached out for help.
“I’ve been faithful to you, Arthur,” she said. “But I can’t promise anything in the future.”
“Ursa has his own plans.”
“Kolb . . .”
“Who?”
“Nothing.”
“I’m available to have as many children as I’m allowed with you, but only when instructed to stop the medication.”
The warmth faded again from her face, but he’d received the affirmation he needed. Trapped inside lived the woman he loved and he must save her.
#
Several hours passed, but Peacock only remembered what was happening in the present. She talked. She answered and asked questions. Each time she struggled to recall pleasant things, uncomfortable pains flooded her head.
Finally, she stopped struggling. Her programming told her to satisfy this man. The moment he showed interest, her body shot into action, no reason to fight allowed pleasure. She’d deal with the confusion afterward.
#
Arthur Pendleton hurried out to his limousine, slid into the back seat, and dialed Levi. “Did the technology work?”
“The technology worked surprisingly well. The question is how are you? With the physical and emotional workout you endured, I wonder how you can still move about.”
“When can we get together to plot out a solution?” Pendleton asked, ignoring the personal comment.
“Give my people a week. She revealed a great deal without knowing she was. Let’s analyze before we celebrate.”
#
Beatrice Kolb hooked on her tiger-stripe bra and headed into Ursa Major’s bathroom. Sleeping with the boss gained her privileges and access others in Hercules didn’t have. Creating Peacock, the ultimate warrior, with government funding topped her list of successes and wiped out the list of failures from past attempts. What were a few unfortunate human guinea pigs? Peacock was her crowning success.
She applied the slightest touch of fuchsia lipstick to accent the apple-green dress she planned to wear. Major, as Herculeans called him, was Ursa Minor’s boss and already at work. Peacock started her new assignment three months earlier, protecting the President of the United States, and Major would soon receive the first update on her performance.
Kolb already knew her performance would be flawless, and yet, Kolb regretted that Peacock had lost her commitment to the dream of being an ultimate warrior. Pendleton, and Ursa’s poor judgment, caused the problem. If Peacock had willingly worked as a team member, she’d have saved herself a lot of pain.
Peacock despises me, Kolb thought. She’d hoped Peacock would be a friend, a collaborator, even a partner in advancing the science of mind-control. However, both of them were too bullheaded to get along. Too bad for dear Peacock. Once Peacock’s implant adjustments were complete, Beatrice Kolb became Peacock’s mistress.
Dressed and ready for work, Kolb headed out to her red Corvette and drove to The Klingerman Institute, a front for the Hercules’ Mental Development Center. Her team of twelve gathered for her daily briefing, and she shouted instructions from the hallway before ever entering the conference room.
“I want a full report on all scans taken in the last twenty-four hours.” Kolb brushed by Doctor Chang Nyugen, her assistant and entered the room. “Highlight reactions deviating from probe instructions.”
For ten minutes, the researchers reported normal responses from Peacock per program and per plan, until Doctor Nyugen rose up to speak. Nyugen studied brainwave communication in battlefield situations with the military and collaborated on the communications helmet used in Iraq and Afghanistan. Kolb brought him onboard to help install Peacock’s new implant.
“Ursa tests her skillfully regarding her husband. She’s kicked Pendleton off his pedestal, thank God.” Nyugen passed out the technical support data. “I have no doubt she’ll kill him at our command. When the threat to America’s financial security has passed, our most powerful enemy, Arthur Pendleton, will die at her hand, and then she can be renamed and reassigned.”
“Well that’s the problem, isn’t it?” Kolb grumped. “Until the time when his death won’t bankrupt the world’s economy, we must play defense.”
“Hercules’ leadership has to deal with that reality,” Nyugen said. “The science says she’ll kill him.”
“I heard but in your tone.”
“There is one glitch. We can’t change her feelings for her son. I doubt she could destroy the child on command.”
Kolb drummed her fingers on the conference room table. She’d never had a child and never wanted one. In the larger scheme of things, she doubted the child would pose a future threat. In today’s world, dictator’s sons had trouble succeeding their fathers. Some ugly mob would probably kill him if he ever tried. Her greater concern lay in the fact that there was a glitch at all. If one developed, could another crop up, and so on?
“Tell no one outside this room. Chang, you and I will study this dilemma ourselves.”



Chapter 5
 
The six members of the Jame’e-ye Rowhaniyat-e Mobarez, Combatant Clergy Association of Iran gathered to consider Russia’s intentions. They reclined to eat in an off-white color, drab room. From the ceiling hung a large decorative twelve-armed crystal lamp, one arm for each of the Twelve Imams of their faith.
As all good Shia clergy, they each wore a black turban and a black sleeveless aba open in the front. Save for one, whose turban and aba was white, and he headed the gathering. After the appropriate greetings, their leader, Grandayatollah Dariush Vahid al-Sistani, rose to speak.
“Our world boasts many Great Satans,” he said in a strong, steady voice. “And one is stomping his feet on the soil of Turkmenistan. We sat still when the Russians made war against our brothers in Afghanistan, believing the Russians to be our friends. But, no more do we believe this. Only our oil causes them to occasionally smile our way. So we are right to attack them as they attack our Muslim brothers, the Turkmen.”
A member of long standing rose and al-Sistani yielded the floor. “While our economy suffers under the World Financial Community’s manipulation, our Russian neighbor strengthens his hand. He strikes at Turkmenistan, and we must come to the aid of our friends. Their recent vote to become an Islamic Republic demands our support, Sunni’s or not.”
“I asked myself in Allah’s name. Why would Russian President Latovsky wish to incite a war?” al-Sistani said. “My answer came lightning fast. Arthur Pendleton demanded that the Russians attack us. The Turkmen’s gas deposits in the hands of Russia cuts deeply into our energy supply.”
A cry went up. “What if we, and not the Turkmen, are Latovsky’s target?”
“Better to fight him on the Turkmen’s soil, and not ours,” al-Sistani
said. “God is great. Russia comes anyway. Hit Russia hard.”
Heads bowed and many offered up prayers.
“I will call General Jafarzadeh
and develop a plan of attack if Russia places one boot on Iranian soil,” al-Sistani said. “But pray we stop his forces while still in Turkmenistan.”
He and his comrades then reclined for dinner. The smell of onion and garlic filled the air, various fruits and vegetables, pomegranates and bananas, lamb cooked in milk displayed at table. The women serving them catered to every request, wiping the crumbs up as they fell. Bringing in course after course, they served their masters with reverence.
al-Sistani pondered his dilemma. Russia was coming. Those in this room would soon be engaged in a war of inconceivable horror. All this would happen because Arthur Pendleton desired to rule the world.
“Leave our enemies in Allah’s hand,” al-Sistani said, “and enjoy the gifts He bestows.”
#
In the week following his time with Laverna, Pendleton watched with growing concern the escalation of the fighting in Turkmenistan. The Russians were a far superior force, working under a less than capable leader. As he pondered this dilemma, Pendleton received a call from Milton Rogers. Rogers, the man responsible for setting the foundation for Pendleton’s government over a decade earlier, remained his closest confidant to date.
“You’re second on my agenda, Milton,” Pendleton said. “Doctor Levi and I have a meeting at noon about Lovey’s condition.”
“The Iranian situation has spooked our core supporters. What should I tell them?”
“Tell them I’ve already solved the problem with Latovsky. His blunder isn’t fatal to our plans, only to him. They should keep their eyes on the goal. Will you do that, Old Chap?”
Rogers grunted an, “Of course I will.” Then he added. “One day you’ll let me in on your reasoning beforehand.”
“I’ll try. Right now I have too much going on to remember.”
Pendleton hung up and sat in the dark. At eleven o’clock in the morning with the shades drawn, only the luminous hands on his desk clock gave any light. He’d warned the Russian President to hold off gathering his forces. But idiots are idiots. The only real harm done was to swat the wasps’ nest before spraying it. The wasp would sting Russia, but the wasps would die.
His spirit darkened in the gloom. Not that he worried about whether he’d reach his goal, but rather that once things were set in motion, he couldn’t control every detail. No one on his staff could predict Pendleton’s moods, even after a decade of working for him. Only Laverna, when she was Laverna, understood him. She knew exactly why and when he needed to be reassured. Now he needed her, but couldn’t reach her. The woman he’d spend a day with wasn’t his Lovey, yet he could see glimpses of her and that was encouraging.
The next two months would determine the fate of the world. He had to focus on business, not emotions. What he was about to do would cost the lives of millions—necessary, but depressing. He reminded himself of the bigger picture. The planet would die if he didn’t act. No human life could exist on the face of a barren, scorched earth. He hadn’t caused those conditions, but he and his team of experts could stop them from becoming worse and eventually turn them around.
The human race would never fulfill its potential, only its destruction if he didn’t act. Eliminating money was essential. Human beings collectively working for purposeful goals could accomplish amazing feats. Putting an end to competition would save the human race. First, he had to put an end to greed, wars, and religious fanaticism. No form of government thus far proved ideal. Greed, power struggles, and mass dissatisfaction destroyed them all. Only an enlightened despot with worldwide power could save the planet.
His meeting in Zurich was a recheck of his team’s preparation. Immediate food distribution and his appeal to the world to join him peacefully were the two major keys to a transition to a one-world government. He needed to deal with these issues, but not until Doctor Levi eased his mind about his wife’s condition.
At precisely noon, his secretary announced the arrival of Doctor Rueben Levi. Pendleton switched on the lights and waved Levi in.
“Did you hear the news about another Iranian missile attack?” Levi asked as he shook Pendleton’s hand. “Non-nuclear but they stirred up trouble. Russian forces have crossed the border into Iran.”
“Yes, I heard. The United Nations is meeting as we speak. They will support Russia. But right now, I want to concentrate on my wife.”
“May I see the notes? Our communications device can’t read.” He smiled, but Pendleton ignored the attempt at humor. He handed Levi the slips of paper on which both had written their notes.
“Well, clearly the key piece of information was provided when she named Kolb,” Levi said. “Kolb was the key player in the brainwave military helmet development used in Iraq and Afghanistan. She’s truly a Frankenstein. What did the implant site look like?”
“Hardly noticeable—a crosshatched scar behind her right earlobe—maybe an inch long and a quarter-inch wide. The implant’s hidden by her hair.”
“Here is the good news.” Levi sat down at Pendleton’s coffee table. “Your wife communicated to you, asking for help. Kolb’s good, but the science isn’t one hundred percent. Your wife knows she’s being manipulated, but she can’t hold on to her thoughts long enough to free herself. That she knows at all is most encouraging.”
Pendleton sat across from him. “What about during sex? She made love like a wild woman, and yet, off-the-cliff so to speak.”
“My guess is they couldn’t control her coming down.”
“I don’t understand.”
“They stimulated that part of the brain that creates orgasms and couldn’t reduce her response on cue. Too much of a great thing causes pain.”
“Can you help her?”
Levi’s chest heaved. “There’s no way to know. Hercules has to be concerned. This meeting with you was a test. Your wife failed miserably. Thankfully, they have no idea about the notes.”
“How did she fail?”
“She recalled saving your life. They tried to erase you yet keep the aggressive memories intact. Impossible. That combined with their inability to retard her sexual response says she’s eventually going to become uncontrollable.”
“Is that good news?”
“Actually no, they’ll lose control of her. She’ll lose control of herself. She’ll be a highly trained assassin, living as an id with no basic control over her actions.    
“What would you do if you had her confined and available to you?”
“If we can remove the implant, we relieve the sensory stimulation problems. We will shut down the device and wait and see. If we leave the implant intact, eventually the insanity will be irreversible.” Levi shook his head. “To attempt to shut down the device without removing it invites problems. The implant itself will have a sensory backup. How long that backup continues working is an unknown. But if she loses the signal from the main control and runs on the backup sensor, she’ll become totally insane, yet cunning.”
“How long?”
“If nothing’s done,” Levi said. “She could function well for three to four days after shutdown. During that time, her actions will become more unpredictable. As her mind deteriorates, her emotional swings will increase.”
“Good God, man, can her mind be restored?”
“Arthur, you’re talking about a science that’s still in its infancy. I’ll do the best I can do. All you have to do is get her to a clinic before all the nasty stuff we’ve talked about occurs.”
#
Kolb reviewed the data obtained after Pendleton’s visit with Peacock in the lab for a week. The more intensely she studied, the more irritated she became. Her face reddened, and she screamed at no one in particular. “What the hell happened?”
“Sex is the strongest urge in the body,” Doctor Nyugen answered matter-of-factly, leaning up against Kolb’s desk. “Her id fought the signal to disconnect from the physical pleasure center, until the pain overrode the pleasure.”
“But she reacted to the child’s photos.” Kolb stomped her foot, not buying into Nyugen simplistic argument.
“She attached emotionally, albeit briefly, to her child and to Pendleton. That’s all.”
“She told Pendleton my name. None of these things were supposed to happen.” Kolb swept her hand across her desktop sending papers flying. “Give me answers, people. None of those actions were supposed to happen—ever.”
Polaris, who had spent over two years directly communicating with Peacock through her implant, swung his wheelchair away from the conference room windows. “A person with average mental abilities who is easily manipulated could have been controlled. However, you’re dealing with Peacock’s brain. She’s Mensa level. Ursa selected her for that reason.”
The finest agent ever before his injury, Polaris pointed a finger at Kolb. “If an enemy had captured Peacock and attempted what you’ve done to her, she would have destroyed them before they laid a hand on her. We’re supposed to be the good guys. She trusted us. But our technology is turning out to be flawed, not even ninety percent certain with someone the caliber of Peacock.”
“My technology,” Kolb spit out. “Remember your place.”
“My place is with Ursa. I’m loaned to you. I’m not one of your techies.”
“Quit bitching, Bea,” a male voice interrupted.
Beatrice Kolb turned toward the doorway to see the masked face of Major, the head of Hercules, his deep brown eyes peering at her through the holes in his mask. Even though she’d seen him naked, no one had seen his face since she knew him. He ran all sections of Hercules. Second only to the president, even Ursa deferred to him. She had to defer to him as well.
“I’m satisfied with last week’s performance,” Major said. “She gave away no major secrets. Your achievement with Peacock, Laverna, or Donna O’Conner—whomever you want to call her—is exemplary.”
“Thank you,” she said, holding in her anger. If Peacock snapped, all of Kolb’s work would be in question. The name Beatrice Kolb would become synonymous with disgrace. Maybe she’d make adjustments on the technical side. No, adjustments meant recalling Peacock from the field. She would be back on the operating table, and Major wouldn’t let that happen.
“As for you, Polaris,” Major said. “When you’re working with Peacock, you’re working for Doctor Kolb. And Doctor Kolb works for me, not Ursa.”
“Yes, I understand.”
Kolb held back the sneer with which she wanted to stab Polaris. She needed him. He understood how to read Peacock and adjust her brainwaves accordingly. Maybe she could use Polaris to bring Peacock onboard by appealing to logic—oh, and by being nice. Kolb knew herself too well.
Nice isn’t the best word to describe me.
#
Serge Latovsky perched in front of a large screen in a briefing room inside the Kremlin, while his Minister of Defense, General Pavel Sakharov, interpreted the field information.
“The enemy’s forces are in full retreat,” Sakharov said. “We’ve taken Azkaban and Sedar. The enemy ran when we drove west of the mountains toward the Caspian Sea. In another day that force will be on Iranian soil as well. The Iranians are determined, but they’re confused and ill equipped.”
Latovsky smiled. “Cross through Azerbaijan and move on Tabriz. Tehran won’t know where to turn.”
Sakharov’s aide handed him a paper. 
“President Latovsky,” Sakharov continued as the aide left. “I’ve received a report of a massive earthquake inside Iran near Gorban. We would have been there by this time tomorrow. The quake measured a 7.4. The good news is we haven’t advanced that far yet. The bad news is that moving men and equipment west along the Caspian Sea will be far more difficult.”
Latovsky drummed his fingers on his armchair. First, the Iranians enter the battle too soon—now an earthquake. Of course, the region was prone to quakes and aftershocks. The roads weren’t the best under normal conditions. Regardless, a plan is a plan. “Make our plan work, Pavel. The earthquake is a minor inconvenience.”
“I doubt we’ll run into much military opposition, but there will be nomads and refugees.”
“Push against Tabriz. Azerbaijan will fall as quickly as Turkmenistan.”
“I should think Grandayatollah al-Sistani would be ready to sue for peace,” Sakharov said.
“And I wondered why we haven’t encountered Iranian short-range missiles.”
“Maybe the last Israeli attack on Tehran’s missile defenses crippled them.”
“Within three days, we will be crippling the Israelis.” Latovsky held in a sneer. These hornets, the Iranians and Israelis, needed their nests sprayed. An attack on them was too long coming in his opinion. Political and religious problems abounded in the Middle East due to Dark Age thinking.  He was about to vault them into the Twenty-First Century.



Chapter 6
 
Peacock stepped forward to shake Sir Jarvis Franks’ hand, as the interrogation of the prisoner in Monroe’s assassination attempt got underway. A funny fellow, Franks, Pendleton had mentioned him as being a powerful man—good in a pinch. Wait. Pendleton had mentioned? She sucked in a breath of air. A series of visuals rolled like a movie through her mind as Franks shook her hand.
“Good to see you again, Laverna,” Franks whispered.
“Yes, good to see you,” she answered, trying to recall any past conversation they might have had.
She took her place at a table in the interrogation room inside MI6. Across from her sat the assassin she’d subdued during the attempt on Monroe’s life. However, a past memory played in her mind of watching the presidential election in a mansion in Bethesda. Arthur was describing Franks and giggling as he did. She couldn’t recapture her emotions, but she knew she was having fun back then.
Somewhere inside I love Arthur Pendleton. Kolb will not win.
After an hour of interrogation that went nowhere, Peacock remembered another incident from her past and asked, “Did you know a man named Thomas Reed?”
The suspect winced, but said nothing.
“That’s an interesting question, Ms. Smythe,” Franks said, and cocked his head toward her.
“Thomas Reed is a rogue agent,” she continued. “I went on an operation once where the same bomb configuration was used. Reed had a part in that.”
“Answer her question,” Franks said.
Loomis, who stood in back by the door observing, put his cell to his ear. Strange, Peacock thought.
“I don’t know anyone named Thomas Reed,” the suspect answered.
“One more time,” Franks said. “Who do you work for?”
“My only interest is keeping the world green,” he said.
“Well, you’re bloody nuts thinking you can keep the world green this way.” Franks gave out a little huff. “What terrorist group are you a member of?”
“Who are the real terrorists? The U.S. and China produce ninety percent of the world’s pollution.”
“I’m not buying this,” Peacock said. “The bomb was sophisticated. This man was part of a professionally executed plan. You can’t convince me a group of tree huggers pulled this off.”
Loomis clicked off his cell. “B.B.C. just announced a group calling itself Sanctuary claimed responsibility for the attack.”
Polaris spoke inside Peacock’s head. “Ursa thinks Sanctuary is a myth. He’s ordering you home. Trust no one.”
Polaris had intervened for the third time in as many days. Trust no one meant, not Franks, not Loomis, not Sherman, only herself. A sudden anger rose up in her. She couldn’t understand why she was angry, but the emotion fit somehow. Maybe Doctor Kolb’s team was playing in her head again.
Loomis called out, “Sherman is ordering us back to Washington.”
“And tomorrow’s my day off,” Peacock said. “Tell Sherman I’ll report in and then take off. I need the rest.”
“We’ll keep Sherman updated,” Franks said and exhaled deeply.
He knows something he’s not telling.
Peacock and Loomis left and headed out to Heathrow and a presidential jet to fly back to Washington.
There’s never a day off, she thought. She’d be reporting to a meeting with Ursa once she went off duty at the White House. 
#
Polaris grabbed the buzzer and signaled Kolb.
“What?” Kolb grunted.
“Peacock’s off program.”
“What!” Kolb hurried over to Polaris and watched the monitor. “Something angered her. That’s not supposed to happen. She’s supposed to cycle down and not even notice.”
“She just took control of herself. She doesn’t realize that’s what happened.”
“We’re supposed to control the emotions, not her. Adjust her. Shock her. Do something.”
“Wait,” Polaris said, lifting his hand. “She’s back in balance.”
Kolb swung atop the desk where Polaris sat. “Don’t page me next time. If this happens again, shock her back instantly. That’s an order.”
#
Day 1016 in Hercules
“This way, Madam.” A large Herculean male escorted Peacock out of Ursa’s office. They walked down the hallway and into the main Herculean meeting room. “In here.”
Peacock stared into the face of Ursa, who posed with a kindly look she didn’t trust. He’d allowed that bitch Kolb to turn her into a mental and emotional wreck.
Her closest companions from her time in Hercules rose as one to greet her. Magnus, her trainer, whose ribs she’d bruised in their last encounter, gave her a hug. Felicia Lange, her closest friend in Hercules waved at her from across the table. Ursa’s technical assistant, Carna Esposito said in a monotone, “Good to see you again.” 
Carna never showed emotion. Maybe she had none. Peacock could relate.
Peacock’s heart rate felt slightly elevated, most probably by an electronically induced increase in adrenalin to keep her sharp.
“How are you feeling?” Ursa asked.
“I’m doing what I’m programmed to do. Why don’t you ask Kolb?”
She didn’t say the words sarcastically. She stated the fact.
“Kolb’s worried about your programming,” Ursa said. “Should I be worried as well?”
Peacock smirked. “Don’t ask me. Worrying isn’t in my nature, with or without the thing in my brain. Do you have a change of assignment for me?”
“First, we need to brief you.”
“First, I want to see my son. Can you make that happen?”
Ursa cracked his hairy knuckles. “You’re upset with me. Are you off program?”
“No. I remember, although vaguely, your promise to let me keep my son for a week and visit him occasionally with Pendleton present.” She stared at him. “You broke your promise.”
“I told you. I proposed that plan. I was overruled.”
A shock exploded in her head, like a finger of electricity that knocked the fight out of her. She refused to show the pain.
I must have been off program. Kolb will not win.

“Magnus,” Ursa said, “Bring Peacock up-to-date.”
“Do you remember disposing of Lytle?” Magnus asked.
“Yes clearly. I killed him on the shore after he rammed my car and almost murdered my husband.”
“Good. Do you remember our assault on Thomas Reed’s house?”
“Yes. The same explosive Reed booby-trapped his doors with was used by the group that attacked Monroe’s limousine in London.”
“Right, obviously Reed’s work,” Magnus said, and took hold of an envelope Carna handed him. “Lytle carried the location of Reed’s new hideout on his body. We need your help to finish the job we started.”
Peacock grinned. She hungered for revenge and a chance to kill her enemies. Attacking, killing, and escaping victorious were the core talents of her training. Still, she felt conflicted by her duties for the president.
“How many bosses do I have?” She turned to Ursa. “Who has the final say?”
“I do.”
She swung around to see President Monroe standing inside the doorway behind her. No security people were present, except Herculeans.
“I’m at your service, Mister President.”
“Thank you for capturing one of the assassins.” Monroe limped slightly as he stepped across the floor and into a chair. “Everyone sit down.”
He motioned Peacock into a chair facing him. “Ursa, do all present have top-secret clearance?”
“Yes Sir, Mr. President.”
“All right then. Where do I begin? Arthur Pendleton loosed Serge Latovsky’s troops against the Iranians. My sources say a second strike by Russia is imminent on Iran’s western borders.” He bowed his head. “The United Nations voted to remain neutral. Only the United States and China’s veto power in the Security Council kept them from sending military support. The Muslim world is fighting against itself in the streets of its major cities. Israel asks Russia what its intentions are and gets no response.”
Peacock observed the others who paled at Monroe’s words. She understood the seriousness of the situation, but not their emotions over it. Decisions and then action, she understood.
“Friends . . .” Monroe choked as tears flowed down his face. “The fact is the United States is unable to respond. We used to be the guardian of freedom. But our currency is on the verge of total collapse.”
Several old memories flashed through Peacock’s head. Her husband’s belief in saving the world by ending war and religious feuding equaled what was happening now. She recalled a conversation with Polaris before Kolb ripped her head apart.
“Did you ever rebel?” she’d asked Polaris. “Did you ever question what we’re doing?”
“Yes and yes.”
“And?”
“And, it does no good,” Polaris had said. “If you’re looking for a black or white world, there is no such thing, only win or lose.”
Monroe’s voice startled her back to reality. “Pendleton called me an hour ago. He gave me an ultimatum. I cede him my powers as Commander-in-Chief over our military, or he’ll bankrupt us.” Monroe shrugged. “I concede to his demands and he elevates me back to power. I’m to speak to members of Congress tomorrow in closed session—no media. I have no choice but to say ‘No’ to Pendleton and preserve our freedom. But Congress may disagree.”
Consequences—Peacock weighed them. Monroe was her boss today. Whatever he ordered, she was obligated to do. A warrior trains for death in battle—or winning in personal combat—even if her side loses the war. Her duty was to obey Monroe. She would do her duty.
 “There is another attack on my life planned. We know this from Lytle’s notes. Peacock, I’m giving you a twenty-four hour leave of absence from my security team. Ursa, deliver her safely to Reed’s location and bring her home.”
Peacock nodded. “So I’m to kill everyone on Reed’s property and bring home any documents in the hopes of finding out about the next assassination plot.”
“Precisely.” Monroe stood. “I don’t know if I’ll live out the week, but I’ll fight for America’s freedom to my last breath. Ursa, Peacock, my friends, destroy my enemies and the enemies of this country.”
Peacock stepped in front of him as he turned to leave. “I asked to see my son. If I return alive, will you honor my request?”
“Absolutely.”
#
Back in her living quarters near the White House, Peacock turned on the shower to clean the grime of the day off her and blacked out. Sometime later, her mind jarred back to consciousness. How long had she stood letting the water run down her body? Images of a man struggling with her in some past battle floated in the air around her. She swung her arms as she had then, striking her enemy, killing again, and feeling the pleasure of it. Inside her head, pain and pleasure mixed, then she managed to shut off the shower, slide down to the floor, and lose consciousness again.



Chapter 7
 
Grandayatollah al-Sistani finished his evening prayers. He had made plans to relocate into southwestern Iran. He’d execute those plans tomorrow. As devastating as the earthquakes northeast of Tehran were, the Russian dogs still waged all-out war. What countries could Iran rely on? China voted against the Iranian Nuclear Program. His conversations with their leaders indicated Chinese neutrality would prevail unless attacked.
He had thought of a strike on Israel, but he couldn’t afford their retaliating with Russia bearing down on him. North Korea would help if Israel was the target, but North Korea could not strike Israel with any accuracy. Moreover, North Korea feared Russia. Would they come to the aid of the Iranians? He dialed General Jafarzadeh. “If we concentrate our attack on the Russians while they are still near Turkmenistan, what result would we have?”
“Short term, we’d hurt them badly,” Jafarzadeh said. “Long term, they’d hit Tehran and other major cities with air strikes and missile attacks. Their movements say we’ve been their target all along.”
“Can our long range missiles reach Volgograd?”
“Yes.”
“I give you permission to order missile strikes against Russian troops along the Caspian Sea and the people of the city of Volgograd.” He paused, moistened his lips, and prayed silently. Then he said, “I will go on national radio and issue a plea for every Iranian to defend their homeland by whatever means possible. Attack and defend every inch of Iranian soil.”
“Allah Akbar.”
“Allah Akbar.”
#
Pendleton turned up the sound with his remote as he and Milton Rogers ate dinner in Roger’s suite at the Widder Hotel. Pictures from Russian television showed the chaos in Volgograd. Over a hundred Scud missiles had hit the area around the city in the past hour.
“They’re fighting the battle of Stalingrad all over again,” Rogers bemoaned, “Only a Twenty-First Century version of it, Scud missiles and all.”  
Pendleton sipped his tea in relative comfort. “I warned Latovsky over a year ago not to push the timetable. ‘It would be foolish to strike without my support,’ I 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.’”
“I think he’s found that to be the case,” Rogers said. “When do you plan on firing the American space-based systems?”
“Not until I receive an answer from Monroe.” Pendleton dipped a piece of bread in an olive oil and garlic mix. “The American people are terrified and fearful of an economic collapse. Los Angeles, Chicago, and now New York have extensive looting going on. In a matter of days, Congress will be pleading with him to accept my offer.”
“And if his answer is no?”
“Well, there’s an answer for that as well.”
#
Peacock packed her gear for her trek to kill Thomas Reed. She recalled every detail of her last encounter with the man. From the faces of her team members to the terrain surrounding the house, her mind reacted as though she was there. She visualized her son and holding him in her arms. Pain exploded deep inside her brain. 
How she endured and defused the pain, she couldn’t explain. In her mind, thoughts traveled wildly bringing images from pleasure centers and from serene scenes to lustful encounters. Her emotions numbed the shocks and she recovered.
I can control Kolb’s attacks. She will not win.

#
Thomas Reed shut off the security system surrounding his communications equipment and slid underneath its platform. He replaced a key component. He hated repairs. He wasn’t a technician and worried about making mistakes. His new home north of A-199 near Haddington duplicated the old one in Lasswade right down to the bedspread. Sadly, he destroyed that home to keep Hercules from obtaining valuable equipment. Most unfortunately, he’d forgotten the diagrams in the damn file cabinet, and Hercules found out about the plans to shoot down Monroe’s helicopter.
Repairs finished, he phoned Alan Loomis. “Pendleton said, if Monroe doesn’t accept his proposal, kill him.”
“Things worldwide are ripping along. Are you sure he wants me to wait on Monroe?”
“That’s what he said. Apparently he’s given Monroe until tomorrow night to respond.”
“Can I ask you a question?”
“And that is?”
“Did you know Pendleton’s wife is my partner?”
“What!”
“Another agent was assigned at the same time I was assigned. Her name is Laverna Smythe. I remembered Van Meer mentioned the name of Pendleton’s wife. To be sure, I looked her up. She’s Pendleton’s wife or she’s a damn good imposter.”
“Let me call you back.”
Reed stumbled to a chair and dialed Pendleton.
“I’m having dinner, Thomas,” Pendleton said. “This better be urgent.”
“Our agent on Monroe’s team tells me that your wife is his partner. Is it true?”
The long silence caused Reed’s hands to tremble. The world as he knew it was collapsing around him. Being on Pendleton’s bad side now could become a death sentence.
“You will keep my wife’s position secret. Tell Loomis if one hair on her head is harmed he’ll answer to me for it.”
Reed gulped, but spoke his mind. “With all due respect Sir, Loomis is our answer to the Monroe problem. If your wife interferes, what shall I tell him to do?”
He heard Pendleton excuse himself and leave wherever he was. “Two missed assassination attempts, accusing my wife of betrayal, and now asking me what Loomis should do. Protect her. Tell him to say, ‘Lovey, Arthur says, ‘Kill Kolb and let me do my job.’ Let me be very specific. Loomis is not to harm her.”
“I’m sorry. I’m loyal to you, whether you fired me or not. I say what must be said.”
The click of Pendleton disconnecting the call startled him, and he remembered how his former boss had murdered Throgmorton. A sickening pall fell upon him. He relayed the message to Loomis.
“Roger that,” Loomis said. “But explain to me how I should manage this without her killing me. Handling her is messy and damned near impossible as it is. The woman is one tough cookie.”
Reed didn’t answer. He slumped down in his chair. All the money he’d made, the killings he’d authorized and carried out, and the cause he thought was right, now crushed him against the reality of the moment. The sound of his chair rattling on the tile floor played on his nerves. He was a dead man one way or the other. Either Pendleton would send Van Meer to kill him, or Pendleton’s wife would. His time on this earth was at an end.
Pendleton was about to take over the world, and Reed wouldn’t be needed once that happened.
God help us all. 



Chapter 8
 
“Are you ready to jump?” the chopper pilot said, as Peacock steadied herself. “We’re at 2,300 feet, ground speed 130 mph, you’re good to go.”
“Looks like crops and fields down there.”
“We’re over Harperdean now. Don’t fret. There’s a hospital eight kilometers northeast.”
“Ha, ha, President Monroe isn’t looking for publicity now is he.”
“I’ll pick you up where you land in three hours, no more, no less.”
“Got it.”
Peacock checked her watch and her compass and tumbled out of the chopper. She pulled the cord at 1600 feet and floated serenely toward the ground. She wished she could hit a pause button and stay suspended above the earth forever, but that was not to be. Her feet touched down at seven p.m. on a clear April evening. Her position sat four-tenths of a kilometer to the southwest of Reed’s home. She ditched her chute and jumpsuit, strapped her weapon belt around her waist, and headed for a footpath that ran northeast. If she had the time when she returned, she’d bury her equipment.
Dusk brought with it a chilly breeze. The scent of fertilizer and fresh cut grass seemed strangely familiar. Three glances at her compass and fifteen minutes later, she topped a hill and glimpsed Reed’s house. A sudden shiver filled her. Memories of racing through a tunnel, an explosion, and the communications device in her head malfunctioning flooded in on her. She knew the layout of this house.
The only difference between the Lasswade home and this one was the seclusion element. Here the woods were thinner and the approach open. Nowhere could she hide. She sat down on the top of the hill and ran possible scenarios in her mind. There was one vehicle and no garage. He had to be home.
The British were no longer America’s allies. There would be no friendly release if she were caught.
“Any signs of life inside?” she asked command.
“Satellite’s been watching the house for ten hours. There have been two deliveries and no one has come outside.”
“All right, I’m ahead of schedule. I’m going to observe for a few minutes. Then I’m going to walk down and pay Mr. Reed a visit.”
“You’re just going to wander up?”
“I’m dressed in jeans. My weapons are inside my belt. No one’s going to tip Reed off. As far as he knows, this place is a secret. Besides, if I wait until dark, I might miss my ride home and have to hitch my way to London.”
“You’ll be in the open.”
She didn’t answer. There was a set of windows along both the floors on the east side of the house. If she backed down the hill, walked over to the path going around the left side of the hill, and followed the path down to the house, she’d appear to be a native on a walk.
No sense wasting time if she wanted to see her son. This was the way to earn that right. Five minutes later, she executed her plan and moved down to the house in full sight of anyone who might be looking. There was no movement by a window, no sound, only the chirping of birds and the rustling of the trees in the wind.
She reached the steps and rang the bell, wondering why she knew she was safe. There was no answer, not a movement or a light on. She checked the door again for a bomb. There could be a trigger weapon readied if she opened the door. She tried the knob and the door creaked open as she rolled sideways off the porch. Nothing happened.
Peacock rose and slipped inside. She heard someone say. “Who did Pendleton send?”
The voice came from upstairs. “I’m not armed. Is that you Van Meer? You would be my choice.”
Peacock’s eyes adjusted to the dim light. She slipped up the stairs, pulled out her gun, and flipped on the lights as she entered Reed’s communications lab. A man sat facing away from her.
“Are you Thomas Reed?”
His hand twitched. “And you must be Laverna Smythe Pendleton. So the Americans got here first.” Reed swung around as Peacock placed the muzzle of her gun against his temple. “I’m no threat to you, Laverna. Please sit down. Before you kill me, I have some things to tell you.”
“Stand up,” she yelled. She searched his pockets, pulled out his cellphone, and checked his recent calls. “Why were you sitting here in the dark?”
“I’m a doomed man. Indirectly, you’re the reason. Please, let me fix you a cup of tea.”
“Why are you so calm? You were shaking when I came upstairs.”
“Resignation. Once I’m dead, I won’t have to worry about someone killing me anymore.”
He didn’t look like the mastermind of the Sons of Tiw. Thin, immaculately clean, and soft spoken, Thomas Reed under impressed her. Tea wasn’t on her agenda. Information, however, was.
“Sit back down.” She grabbed a chair and pulled it up in front of him. “When you’re dead, I’m going to search your house. You can save me a lot of time if you tell me what I want to know now.”
“The total organization of The Sons of Tiw is in my cabinet to your right. Take it. The list makes no difference now. Pendleton’s already put his plans into action.” Reed smiled a warm friendly smile. “Looking at you, I can see why Arthur loves you. He’d give up everything for you, my dear. Why did you betray him?”
An agonizing pain almost split open her head. Her breathing quickened to a panting. “I never betrayed him.”
“But you did. You killed Philip Martin. You gave the secrets for the assassination of Monroe to Hercules.”
The headache increased. Reed was right. She had betrayed Pendleton.
“Helen of Troy was the face that launched a thousand ships.” Reed reached out and brushed back a few hairs from her forehead. “Yours, my dear, is the face that will launch a thousand missiles. Without your betrayal, Monroe would be dead now, and America would be marching with us.”
Her mouth dropped open. She stared at her hand, the gun still pointed at Reed. Madness raged within her. Images and emotions, not thoughts, swirled around. Missiles fired, world capitols disintegrated, her mind cried out. There’s still time to stop this.
Then Reed’s kindly face reappeared in front of her. “You’re here to steal our secrets again. Even knowing you’ll betray him, Pendleton instructs me if I harm a hair on your head, I will die. I hope you sleep well.”
Her mission was to find out what the assassination plot was and stop it. Yes, Ursa and Monroe put her there to betray Pendleton. Pictures flashed throughout her mind of happy times with her husband, riding through the German countryside, laughing on a hill at Balmoral. The pain increased. The more she remembered the more pain she experienced.
“Why are you telling me all this?”
“Let me share a little wisdom. I vowed on my life to defend The Sons of Tiw. I believed in Pendleton’s solution to the world’s problems. I still do. However, I’ve lost my team. I presume you killed Lytle and the information you stole killed Morgan and Dunn.”
Sweat trickled into her eyes. She quickly wiped the sweat off. His next statement caused nausea and acid belched into her throat. An explosion rocked her mind mightier than Kolb’s device could handle.
“I’m dying as I lived,” Reed said, “believing a dream. Yet in the end, no one’s right. No one’s wrong. He who executes his plan wins, and all other dreamers vanish. When Arthur Pendleton saves you, my dear, spend the rest of your life thinking of those who. . .”
She pulled the trigger repeatedly even after the chamber was long empty. Then she grabbed the blade from her belt and stabbed at Reed’s lifeless body until she couldn’t raise her arms. In her final act, she snatched The Sons of Tiw list out of Reed’s cabinet.
Screaming like the lunatic she was, she ran down the stairs and out into the night, her head pounding and her heart racing. She reached the drop site and buried the chute and jumpsuit. The chopper arrived on schedule and she boarded.
“Have a successful trip,” the pilot asked. 
She glared at him and said nothing. Peacock knew what she had to do. Once back home, she’d do it.
Five hours later, the plane sent by the president landed in Washington D.C. Peacock disembarked. She scanned the hanger area and the position of the limos waiting for her. She handed Reed’s list to the agent at the foot of the steps. Instead of heading for the limousine sent for her, she bolted straight for the follow-car.
“What’s she doing?” she heard someone yell.
Peacock opened the follow-car’s door and hurled the driver out before anyone thought to act. She leaped behind the steering wheel and floored the accelerator. She sped out and away from the airport.
“Peacock, abort your plan.”
She ignored Polaris’s voice in her head. Instead, she slammed the scar tissue at the back of her ear with her fist, until Polaris’s voice turned to faint static. She wasn’t going back to Hercules. She wasn’t going back to Monroe, or to Pendleton, or to her home in Bethesda. All she wanted to do was kill. Not for Pendleton and not for Monroe, she was going to kill her enemies and stop the missile launches—every one of them.



Chapter 9
 
“The device is firing at random,” Polaris yelled. “She’s not responding to the shocks. Her mind’s subconsciously selecting her pathway, and she’s following along by instinct.”
Kolb’s tampering ran contrary to Polaris’s beliefs. Freedom of personal choice ranked at the top for him. Freedom topped the ideals America stood for. He loved dealing with Peacock when her implant acted only as a communications device, but Kolb crossed the line with neurological stimulation.
As Polaris evaluated what was and wasn’t working, Nyugen put a call in to Kolb. 
She’s with Major at his home, Polaris thought. She won’t respond.
“All right, Polaris.” Nyugen grumped after his unsuccessful attempt to talk to Kolb. “Can you track her?”
“Negative. I am able to monitor the sections of her brain that are firing off. I can’t hear what she hears anymore, and she’s not responding to me.”
“What was the last thing she said with her sound unit working?”
Polaris played back the tape.
“Why are you telling me all this?”
“After the shots, all I hear is screaming, gasping, and the sounds of her leaving the house. She doesn’t say a word until she arrives back in Washington. Then she must have somehow disabled the sound unit.”
“Not a word since then?”
“No. She’s done something to the audio mechanism. But even with the speech implant destroyed, we should be able to control her with brainwave signals and force her to return here.”
#
Nyugen trembled at the idea of a rogue agent with Peacock’s capabilities. He examined her brain monitor and shook his head. The recorder drew a picture of what he never thought possible, “She exhibits amazing cognitive flexibility. Her abstract thinking. . .” Nyugen hesitated. “By her actions, Peacock and the probe are thinking in unison, neither ruling the other, hence the increased activity in the frontal lobe, the hypothalamus, and the hypophyseal portal system.”
Nyugen’s cell rang. “Yes.”
“This is Kolb. Why the hell are you bothering me?”
“Our train has run away. Without a blood test I can’t be sure, but I believe Peacock’s hypothalamus is malfunctioning, and our implant and her id have bonded to allow that to happen.”
“That’s not possible.”
“Her emotions fly off the scale, anger soars, and her sex drive runs wild. She fights resetting back to normal. Her heart rate is 115. Yet she’s cognitive and thinks abstractly. You tell me.”
Only the sound of Kolb hyperventilating hissed in Nyugen’s ears. He continued, “What happens if we shut our equipment down?”
“Two things—both bad,” Kolb said. “The backup sensors will deteriorate in forty-eight hours. She’ll continue with whatever her plan is. Second, we won’t be able to help bring her down from the extremes as we did when she was screwing Pendleton. We need her back in the lab, alive and subdued. We need to help her remain as normal as possible for the sake of the research.”
“All right, are you coming to work?”
“Not yet, I’m calling Ursa Minor.”
#
The city of Tabriz smoldered around him as Latovsky trotted down the steps of the helicopter that had transported him there. He played nice with the media, hoping to appease the people of Volgograd by his quick action.
“The Russian people fully support our efforts,” he said. “The conflicts within the region from India to the Mediterranean Sea have too long unsettled our world. We’re putting an end to the struggle of those who want freedom in this area.”
He waved reporters away and strolled amidst the rubble along a major highway in Tabriz. A Russian soldier, head wrapped with a bloody bandage and his arm in a sling, hopped up onto the back of a medic unit truck as Latovsky approach and waved to him. “How were you injured?” Latovsky asked.
The soldier cocked his head. “I’m ashamed to say. Three women armed with kitchen knives attacked my team during a house search. I shot people armed with broken bottles, hammers—one man killed our communication officer with a sledgehammer. Everyone is my enemy.”
Latovsky hugged the man. “I am not.”
The man saluted.
“We have enough pictures, Serge,” his Chief of Staff said and led him back to his helicopter. As they boarded for the flight back to Russian territory, he added. “According to Intelligence, Tehran is burning, and al-Sistani has fled.”
“He may be in hiding with his people in southeastern Iran,” Latovsky answered as the chopper lifted off the ground. “How are our forces doing after the missile attacks along the Caspian Sea?”
“When new equipment and men arrived by way of the Caspian, we cleared the earthquake area and moved on.” He opened a map. “Our main force is heading toward Ahvaz and the Persian Gulf, The other is joining with our forces south of Tabriz and heading to Baghdad. We expect the same heavy resistance and severe numbers of casualties.”
Casualties—Latovsky remembered Afghanistan as a young man. Russian casualties ran high. Yet today he’d received good news. War weary and impoverished, Pakistan and India declared neutrality under pressure from Pendleton. Latovsky would not have to look east for trouble. 
Keep pressing ahead, he thought. Israel and Jerusalem were only a week away.
#
Arthur Pendleton’s London headquarters sparkled. He had the furnishings replaced and the office cleaned for picture taking. Handpicked staffers photographed his Zurich and London locations for viewing when he delivered his speech to the world introducing the Global Realm.
Pendleton waited for Sir Jarvis Franks to take his seat.
“Sorry, old boy, the control team and Professor Cline were arguing about coordinate settings.”
Pendleton bit down on his lower lip. “Another problem, Sir Jarvis?”
“Nothing major. Directing the missiles to new targets requires precision, and Cline speaks above the heads of most of our people.”
Pendleton nodded. He didn’t need another problem. Loomis had reported his wife suspiciously absent. Calls to Reed went unanswered. Neither of the two situations endangered the mission, except in his ability to focus on the now. “Let’s review the timetable.”
He pointed at Milton Rogers, who stood and addressed this group. Present were Rogers, Franks, British Prime Minister Lodge, and Victor Romanoff representing both Latovsky and Pendleton’s group of twelve administrators. “Everything proceeds tomorrow night, eleven p.m. Eastern Standard Time.” Rogers checked his watch. “Thirty-two hours from now.”
“The timing must be precise,” Pendleton said. “The watches you have are programmed to run in sync. Press Adjust every eight hours to reset the few microseconds’ difference. Press Adjust now for a starting point.”
“The first target is Monroe.” Rogers adjusted his watch. “He met with members of Congress today behind closed doors. He is supposed to go before the nation tomorrow and make a speech. If he agrees to Arthur’s offer, Arthur will meet with him at the White House and include him in our plans.”
“If not?” Romanoff asked.
“Agent Loomis will kill him tomorrow at eleven in the evening.”
Pendleton politely raised his hand. His Lovey was in the United States. Levi had a team prepared to operate on her after a thorough medical evaluation. Loomis was the last person within Pendleton’s circle to see her. “I’m leaving after this meeting and heading to the States. As the next part of our plan unfolds, I will control it from there.”
“And that next part is critical.” Rogers handed out a set of maps. “Sir Jarvis, could you do the honors.”
Hand to his moustache, Franks rose and said, “As of today, the spy networks of Europe, including MI6 and the Russian Secret Service, have joined with The Sons of Tiw to form one unified agency.”
He opened his set of maps. “The unified Global Security team will simultaneously strike heads of state clearly in opposition to our plans for peace, specifically, the United States, as mentioned, Canada, Saudi Arabia, Venezuela, Jordan, South Africa, and Israel, to name a few. Latovsky is destroying Iran and Iraq.”
In tune with his friends, Pendleton discerned both anticipation and fear in the room. Human psychology said the closer one came to taking a necessary, but dangerous step, the stronger the desire to delay taking that step.
“Serge is making a mess of destroying the others.” Prime Minister Lodge’s face morphed red. “I’ve met with Parliament—a nasty discussion, but effective.”
“Jolly good reason to feel upset,” Rogers said with a lilt in his voice. “Those boys love their politics. And politics will be a thing of the past.”
“Politics—a word hopefully never uttered again,” Pendleton said.
“What about China?” Romanoff asked.
“For now I’m working out a silent truce,” Pendleton answered.
“The rest of these maps show why I was late.” Sir Jarvis cleared his throat and shot a glance at Pendleton.
“They have a need to know,” Pendleton said.
Franks nodded. “The United States has, as part of Operation Prompt Global Strike, almost a thousand non-nuclear missiles. Each possesses the capability of reducing five city blocks to rubble. These missiles orbit the earth in banks of twenty-five units each.” He pointed to the first of twenty pages. “The first column shows the type of missile, the second shows the target, the third and fourth show the time to fire and the time to impact. Once Monroe is neutralized, Professor Cline and our people will switch the targets and fire the missiles to the locations seen in Column Five.”
“My God,” Prime Minister Lodge yelped. “Look at the shift. Missiles aimed at China and Russia shift to Iran, Pakistan, North Korea, Israel, Yemen, and North Africa.” His finger pointed to the original U.S. targets. “And what’s this? The Americans originally had forty of those missiles aimed at targets in Europe, England and Germany, specifically, bloody hell.”
Pendleton ignored Lodge. “Mr. Romanoff will give us the aftermath report.”
“The day after the missile firing, Mister Pendleton will address the world with an ultimatum. The new leaders of the Global Realm will surround him. The message will be simple. Join us or face isolation. Ships en route as we speak will deliver life-sustaining supplies to the hungry in the nations supporting us. He will implement his plan to remove waste, rebuild cities, and re-educate the population on how to improve themselves and the environment.”
“Not all in one speech, one hopes,” Lodge said.
“I’ll lay out the plan, yes. But the implementation will take years.” Pendleton rose. “I have an urgent call to make. Keep in mind, Gentlemen, we’ve been preparing this change in government for over a decade. We have materials and supplies in place beyond what you’ve ever dreamed. The whole earth will be transformed in a decade to a paradise unrecognizable today—all for the better.”



Chapter 10
 
How long she’d been unconscious, she couldn’t fathom. The car she was in was unfamiliar, not the car she’d taken from the airport. She recognized her surroundings. She'd parked on the south side of Loomis’s condominium. Yes, she needed information, and Loomis could provide that.
She abandoned her car, ran to the side entrance, and up to the third floor where Loomis lived. She crouched down in the short hallway by the exit door and waited. After what seemed an eternity, she heard footsteps approaching from the elevator.
Through the glass Peacock held to see round corners, she observed Loomis, her target, unlocking the door to his living quarters. She cast no shadow from the place she stood. He wouldn’t spot her. She’d been here before and knew Loomis’s work schedule. As he opened his door, which blocked his view of her attack path, she flew around the corner and swung into his room knocking him out with a well-placed fist.
She tied his hands and feet, emptied his pockets, and searched his room. Pulling the curtains closed, she read the contents of his briefcase. Peculiar, she thought, his calendar had eleven o’clock only twenty-one hours from now circled.
At the bottom of the calendar was scribbled, Don’t touch Laverna.
Nothing else of significance was in his briefcase. Which was as it should be for a good double agent.
She studied the note intently. Reed’s words resounded clearly, “Pendleton instructs me that if a hair on your head is harmed, I will die,”
The note said, Don’t touch Laverna.
Her mission had been to discover the plot to kill Monroe. Now she was sure she had. Loomis was to kill Monroe without her interfering. According to his calendar, that would be at eleven o’clock tonight. Names of her targets flashed about in her mind. She’d released herself from pursuing anybody’s enemy but hers. She’d kill Kolb slowly and painfully, and Nyugen simply to remove him as Kolb’s replacement. Major, whom she suspected ordered Ursa to keep her from her son, would be first on her list. Ursa had questions to answer before she decided if he should die. Of course, she’d kill anyone else who got in her way.
Peacock noticed part of her mind created a thought and another part of her mind reacted and responded to the stimulus. Was she thinking with two parts of her brain at the same time? 
Loomis groaned and tried to roll over.
“Before I killed Reed, he told me my husband ordered you not to harm me.” She surprised herself hearing the cackle-like tone of her voice.
Loomis grunted out, “No chance of that now.”
“Talk to me. You’re not my enemy. In fact, I respect you. What happens when you kill Monroe?”
“I’m to meet your husband and help him find you.”
“For what purpose?”
“How the hell do I know, Laverna? I’m like you. I follow orders.”
“Not now I don’t. I’m following my own orders.” Her headache spiked. She grabbed her hair and pulled. “Guess as to why he’s looking for me.”
“He loves you. At least he loves the woman you were before the villains screwed with your head. My guess, he wants to save you and take that probe out.” She pulled Loomis into a sitting position. “You know too much about me.”
“I’m not a threat. I was a Son of Tiw like you were a Herculean.” He shook his head. “You almost broke my jaw.”
“I have to take care of my business now, so I can be with my son later.”
Loomis cocked his head. “What’s that you say?”
“They took me from my son. I want him back.”
“And Monroe promised you he’d make that happen. Now what I heard makes sense.”
“What you heard?”
Loomis sighed. “Sherman and Monroe headed into the Oval Office after some meeting I didn’t have clearance to go to. The last words I heard were, ’I had to promise she could see her son. I don’t like lying.’”
Peacock grabbed him by the collar and squeezed. “Tell me the truth.”
“I am.”
Monroe now topped her list of enemies. Polaris’s words rang harsh in her head. “Trust no one.”
Peacock flung a metal-based lamp across the room, sending it smashing into the open bathroom door. 
“I can help you,” Loomis said. “Let me loose. I’m not your enemy.”
As she untied his hands and feet, her brain fired out of control. The emotional soup from Kolb’s infernal instrument mixed with a need to release energy. Instantly, she panted like a caged animal. She could smell Loomis sweat. Like with Pendleton, her body and mind melded and bent toward gratification. She attacked him.
#
Polaris studied his monitor as Nyugen, Ursa, and Kolb, examined Peacock’s readouts. “Heart rate is 120,” Nyugen said. “Brainwave readings are unstable and highly erotic, but not harmful for now.
“What happened?” Kolb asked, going over the data a third time.
“Her brainwaves say she was communicating to someone. Something was said and she exploded. She either killed, sexually assaulted that person, or both.”
Ursa shook his head. “I never should have allowed her to be modified. She was a fine agent left as she was, and you’ve turned her into a maniac. Hercules would have been better off letting her be herself. We’re fighting a losing battle anyway.”
“What do you mean a losing battle?”
Ursa remained silent.
“If you were Peacock, what would you do?” Polaris asked.
“She wants to see her son. She’ll look for a way to reach him,” Kolb said.
“Interesting,” Polaris responded. “If I were Peacock, I’d find a way to kill you.”
Kolb paled. “She’s doing neither right now. I’d say she’s sleeping.”
“I think you’re in denial. What if Polaris is right? What if she wants revenge?” Ursa pointed a finger at Kolb.
Kolb stiffened. Her strut and posture always showed confidence. He’d never seen Kolb unsure of herself until now. Watch your opponent’s body language and actions. That’s what his training told him. Bold mannerisms and decisive action defined confidence. Kolb exhibited neither.
“If Peacock has any unchangeable characteristic, she’s loyal.” Ursa sat on the edge of a workbench and wrote down names. “Even enraged, she finished her assignment and bought back what she could from Reed’s compound. So who has her loyalty?”
“She’d protect Magnus, Felicia, and her team at Room 1515,” Polaris said.
“And she’d protect you,” Ursa added. “On her new team, she speaks highly of John Sherman and Agent Loomis.”
“What about you?” Polaris asked. “Does she still have loyalty to her old boss?”
“I don’t know. I’m sure you’re safe unless you try to harm her. I think we should bring Magnus and Felicia here to protect this unit.”
Kolb crumbled into a chair and put her head in her hands. “I tried to be her friend.”
Polaris swiveled his wheelchair away from the monitor. “Bullshit. You wanted to be God. But you’re not.”
#
Peacock woke and shot into a sitting position. Loomis stood naked, his back to her, pouring coffee. She sighed. A feeling of relief filled her. A feeling she hadn’t experienced since making love to Pendleton. She vaguely remembered being unable to shut down her libido until Loomis slapped her. Of course, he paid for the slap but she slept soundly.
“Pour me one,” she ordered. 
He practically fainted at the sound of her voice. 
She felt amazingly proud of that fact. “Let’s have a cup or two and figure out how to get what we each want. Just remember, Alan, I could kill you and Sherman regardless of your training.”
“You almost killed me last night.”
“Well, that’s over.” She wanted him to understand he meant nothing to her but a toy. “When do you report to work?”
“In two hours,” Loomis said and brought her some coffee. “God, don’t tell Pendleton about our time together.”
“Humph,” Last night was just sex—a weapon in her arsenal. All Loomis did was allow her to turn her rage into lust. If he hadn’t, he’d be dead. Pendleton left a far greater impact on her when she was with him. He touched her soul and she realized the difference. The device apparently remembered as well, because she didn’t feel pain thinking about Arthur now.
“You’re not circumcised.”
“No.”
“It doesn’t affect your performance, but be sure to clean under the foreskin.” Strange, hearing herself say what she was thinking. Another oddity, she had no social compass. If she thought something, the thought easily spilled out of her mouth. 
“Is your son circumcised?” Loomis asked.
“I don’t know.” Don’t bring up my son. “Let’s get the planning over with.”
“There are two scenarios,” Loomis said as he plopped down on the bed. “Monroe speaks to the nation in an hour. If Monroe turns America’s military might over to Pendleton when Pendleton arrives here, Pendleton will bring Monroe into our fold and America as well. If not, I’m to kill him.”
“I’ll stay here at your place long enough to hear what Monroe decides. I’ll leave Monroe to you. In any case, I’ve got certain business of my own tonight.” 
She finished her coffee.
Loomis looked longingly at her and for an instant became aroused. 
“You have a job to do.” Peacock grumped, seeing his erection. “If I fly into a rage later, I’ll look you up.”
“Maybe we can join forces,” Loomis said, as he dressed. “You take care of your business. I’ll take care of mine. We team up again afterward. Where shall we meet?”
Peacock considered the possibility of outside help. Keep communication with Loomis and see how plans developed. Neither of them might be alive by midnight.
“I ditched my government cellphone,” she said. “But I know your number. I’ll figure out a way contact you.”
“Good luck,” Loomis said before he left. “Pendleton loves you. Can I let him know you’re all right?”
“Tell him not to look for me when he gets to Washington. I’ll find him.”
When the door closed, Peacock dressed and focused her attention on the television. At precisely nine in the morning, the President addressed the nation.
“My fellow Americans, pressure by our former allies in Europe has been intense, urging the United States to enter into the present conflict in Iran which has now spread into Iraq and is approaching Syria and Jordan.”
Monroe looked shaken and frail. Peacock marveled at the change in him over the last few days.
“They promise to ease our financial burden if we join with them in supporting the Russians as they drive into the Middle East.” He bowed his head and with a grim countenance said, “After long discussions with the leaders in Congress, I have decided to decline their offer of financial support. The United States will remain true to our beliefs and keep our independence, our freedom, and our honor. We are committed to defend the Nation of Israel. If the Russians proceed past the border of Iraq and threaten Israel’s sovereignty, we will respond militarily.”
Peacock turned off the television. Monroe had set his course. Now she had to determine her own.
#
Polaris couldn’t believe his eyes as he studied the data with Doctor Nyugen. The brainwave activity patterns were sharply different from three months ago, even from three days ago. 
“Such a complex creature Man is,” Polaris said.
“And adaptable beyond even my imagination,” Nyugen echoed. “The inflicting of pain has been rendered ineffective. The device’s programming and her pathway system have worked out their own networking.”
“Her brain’s like a gigantic transportation control system,” Kolb said, and Nyugen nodded agreement. “The best example is Open Architecture Train Control. The implant’s pain generators shock her brain, then reroute and dissipate. She feels them, but their impact is decreasing. Her normal brain functions act like commuter trains, typical speed and efficiency.”
“But there are three areas of hyperactivity,” Nyugen pointed out.
“In layman’s terms,” Kolb said. “These are emotional express trains. She and our implant decided to clear all other objects off those tracks. She becomes an id-like creature when something sets her off, and with her emotions on overdrive, the transformation is immediate.”
“Magnus and Felicia will be here any moment,” Ursa said. “We’ll even the odds.”
Polaris didn’t bother to respond. Even in his best day, Polaris couldn’t match what Peacock had become. If he were whole in body and mind, standing beside Magnus and Felicia to do battle, he wouldn’t bet on his side winning. However, he did trust Peacock’s loyalty. She would not betray friendship. He prayed to God that she didn’t consider him an enemy.



Chapter 11
 
Pendleton climbed out of his limousine in front of the Old Palace in Canterbury. He straightened himself and brushed off imaginary pieces of lint. Feeling good about his personal appearance gave him an air of righteousness. The soon-to-be ruler of the world must also be right with his faith and reassuring to his spiritual mentor.
Inside and outside, the renovated building sparkled. The colors in the landscape and freshness in the air gave a warm feel to his visit. He hoped the Archbishop would agree.
“The Most Reverend, Lord Archbishop will be with you momentarily, Mister Pendleton. Please come in and make yourself comfortable.” The Church Secretary led him into a long, rectangular foyer. Pendleton sat down in a comfortable red chair, and two of his bodyguards positioned themselves by the door.
The next forty-eight hours would be entirely without sleep except for what he might get flying to Washington. Loomis was in place to eliminate Monroe. He directed his most trusted friend, Hans Van Meer, to check on Reed. At last report, Latovsky’s forces approached the Jordanian border, having swept through Baghdad with little resistance.
Iran, particularly Tehran, posed a different problem. Iranians fought hand-to-hand for every inch of soil with massive casualties on both sides. Israel fired several missiles disabling Iranian nuclear facilities, only to have the ungrateful Russians destroy Israel’s missile defense headquarters in Ashkelon.
With all Pendleton’s plans flying together, Lovey took center stage. A message from Loomis said she’d bolted from Hercules and was operating rogue. Loomis trusted her, and Loomis would watch her back after Monroe died. He warmed inside at the idea of Lovey being a willing ally.
At that moment, Pendleton’s cellphone vibrated. “Yes.”
“Sir Jarvis here, Arthur. I need half-a-sec.”
“Go on.”
“Former MI6 operatives in charge of media elimination want to know how the communications satellites are being handled. Since you haven’t told me, I can’t answer.”
“Think of the re-targeting program. U.S. Missiles will destroy all but two systems. Our people on the ground will control the remaining two until we put our own satellites in orbit.”
“Can I say so?”
“Assure them the situation is well in hand.”
As Pendleton closed his cell, the Archbishop’s inner door opened. 
“Arthur, so good to see you, please come in.” The Archbishop positioned himself in the doorway to his study and waved Pendleton inside. His plastic smile said he wasn’t at all pleased to see Pendleton. “Did you see the new stonework? Since the church renovated the place in 2006, I’ve enjoyed both visiting and now staying here. Just a short walk from Canterbury Cathedral you know.”
“It’s good to see you again, Lord Archbishop.”
Once the door closed, the Archbishop pointed a finger at Pendleton. “Are you trying to destroy the world? If so, you’re doing a good job of it. Stop this madness.”
“No, I’m trying to preserve the world,” Pendleton said, and pointed a finger back. “I’m here to confess my faith, not to listen to a sermon. Religion condemns us. Jesus saved us from that condemnation. Will you listen? Or am I wasting my time?”
The Archbishop’s face reddened into a shocked expression that said he’d received the message. Both men sat down. 
“First,” Pendleton stated. “I’m a loyal believer in Jesus Christ. I’m a member of the Anglican Church by birth, not by choice. Because I’m a Brit, I’m a member of the Church of England. Nonetheless, as of next week, there will be no England. So you will have to change all your materials and websites to reflect the Anglican Communion only.”
“Other than that, why did you bother to come all this way to see me?”
“To express my faith in Christ and ask for your prayers and blessing.”
“You have my prayers. You must earn my blessing.” The Archbishop leaned forward and took in a slow breath. “Only Christ can be an enlightened ruler. Only He can solve all the world’s problems. Whatever you’ve started, stop it. Wait on God, Arthur.”
Honestly said, Pendleton thought. Deserving of an honest response, “You have no argument from me, Lord Archbishop. I agree fully. I’m not perfect. Nor will my government be perfect. But my government will turn this planet around, because l will abolish money, treat all men equally, and take the steps necessary to stop the destruction of the world.”
“Millions are going to die, Arthur. Over a hundred thousand souls have died already, maybe more. The slaughter going on in Iran is unbelievable.”
“War is not my creation. A greater war than this is more than likely if I don’t act. My objective is to put an end to nationalism and religious bickering, and instead expand the potential of all human beings. There is no other way to accomplish this.”
“Really, you see no possibility of Humankind working together?”
“Good God, no,” Pendleton said with a laugh following. “Put two people in a room and you have a disagreement, three a fight, thirty a mob. Politicians all say they speak for the people. Bull! Everyone wants a handout, but no one wants to pay for the privilege. Our planet is dying. Without a unified world, humanity is doomed.”
“There must be some other way.”
“Tell me what you’d propose. Capitalism promotes greed. Socialism promotes laziness. Communism and Neo-Nazi dictatorships promote terror and poverty. Enlighten me with an alternative or stand aside.”
The Archbishop rose. He shook Pendleton’s hand. “I’ll pray for you. I’ll pray for the world. I’ll leave it to God to bless you. If He’s with you, I’ll be with you. If He’s against you, no blessing from me will help.”
“Since, I’m only a man. I will gladly leave divine action in God’s hands. Until that occurs, I’m taking the steps necessary to save the planet before man destroys himself.”
Pendleton turned and left the Old Palace. The Archbishop did not see him out.
#
Hans Van Meer’s Saab pulled up in front of Thomas Reed’s house. Reed’s front door swung open and creaked in the wind. Van Meer exited his car and headed up the walk. He noticed a tennis shoe print in the soft soil off to the left of Reed’s porch. 
Could be a woman’s, he thought.
Once inside with the door closed, he called out. “Reed, old man, are you decent?”
Only the wind outside could be heard blowing particles of dust against the windows.
“Hello,” Van Meer called again.
He looked up to where Reed’s communications lab was and saw the light was on. As he climbed the stairs, the gruesome scene unfolded in front of him. Reed, with what was left of his head dangling backwards over the top of his chair, sat lifeless, having bled out hours before.
Van Meer looked closely at the bullets embedded into Reed. Hollow points fired at close range. Whoever killed him killed him in a rage. Not unusual for someone in Reed’s business to have enemies, but this person killed out of hatred. The cabinet drawer was empty. Papers? Electronics? Was theft the motive, if so, why such bloody violence?
He dusted the doors and handles. No fingerprints, this attack smacked of a professional job. Questions still bothered Van Meer. The footprint in the mud turned in such a way it indicated a person leaving, not coming. A professional wouldn’t advertise he’d been here by not closing the door. The killer came in like a professional and left like someone chased by the devil.
Van Meer left the house as he found it. He was bound for Washington to meet up with Pendleton. He’d give his boss the details then. As he drove away, he called Haddington law enforcement and reported the break in.
#
Sir Jarvis Franks dashed through the tube connecting the European Space Agency and the U.K.’s new International Space Innovation Centre in Harwell, Oxfordshire. He entered the command center for Project Stealth and proceeded to the main code sequencing room.
“Excited everyone?” he asked with a slight hip wiggle and twist of his moustache.
The project manager strolled up to shake Frank’s hand. “We’re more nervous than anything else. The technology is sound. But there’s always human error.”
“Except for the resistance in Iran, things are going swimmingly. Pendleton has the timetable moving. Nothing anyone can do will stop him.”
“Tell me the same thing twenty-four hours from now and I’ll believe you.” The program manager lowered his voice. “At least you’ll have a job after Pendleton takes over. I’m not sure I will.”
Franks knew much more than this fellow knew. However, he couldn’t tell him everything until all the scenarios played out. “A man with your talent should have nothing to worry about. Now fill me in on the preparations.”
On the video screens overhead, visuals of the countdown to firing and the actual video feed of the rocket banks played, compliments of Professor Cline. “As you can see, every rocket bank is monitored by a team. The U.S. operators will detect the first sequence of firings immediately. But we’ll have launched almost three hundred rockets at our predetermined targets before they can respond.”
Franks nodded. “The strikes against the radicals in both the Muslim and Jewish worlds will send a message that an impartial new leader now rules the world.”
“Maybe,” the project manager said. “If—and there’s a lot of ifs. If Latovsky stops advancing, if China remains silent, and if the world receives relief quickly enough to see the benefits Pendleton’s plan provides, then maybe things will work out.”
Latovsky would stop advancing, but not as Latovsky wished. Franks twirled his mustache. He’d seen Pendleton in action. He’d seen former Prime Minister Grace Claymore dethroned overnight. He’d witnessed his new boss control the course of the world events. “No maybes about it, Old Chap. Even if the missiles misfire, Pendleton will climb out on top of the rubble.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Dial up, Professor Cline. I want to speak with him,” Franks said.
“No need. He’s connected with telemetry right now.”
The project manager guided Franks to a far corner and motioned to his technician to give him his headset.
“Sorry to interrupt, Professor. Sir Jarvis wishes to speak to you.”
“And I wish to speak to Sir Jarvis.”
“Roger that,” Franks said, “at your service.”
“Who is leading my protection team once I complete my task here in Huntsville?”
“Arthur has selected the best, a man named Hans Van Meer. He’s headed to the States as we speak.” Franks cleared his throat. “Are you interested in Arthur’s plans for you when this bloody mess is all over?”
“Yes, do you know them?”
“Indeed I do. If all goes smoothly, you’ll head the new World Space Academy.”
“Now that’s my ultimate dream. Communicate to my friend, Arthur, that I’m very pleased.”
Franks handed the headset back to the technician. He looked at his watch. In four hours, President Monroe would be dead.



Chapter 12
 
Peacock hated solitude. The silence created mental issues. With no outward stimulus, her hyperactive id drove her emotions mad. She pulled her small, black purse off Loomis’s nightstand and opened it, hoping to keep her mind on her plans and not on the chaos inside her head. Her list of Herculean contacts lay neatly folded in the slot where they always had been.
She studied each name, marking every foe in red. Then she asked herself whom to target first. Who was in charge? Who knew where each of her enemies was? Ursa Major knew. Secluded or not, she’d find Major and obtain the information she wanted.
Find the bastard. Pick his brains, and then kill him.
Maybe Hercules hadn’t thought to change her system code. She typed it in and gained access. Quickly she searched for Major.
Code Required.
She didn’t have clearance to know his code. Moreover, she only had two chances to guess. Ursa’s was Number 2. Magnus’ code was Trainer 1, simple codes, a mix of letters and numbers, signifying position. Her own code had been Weapon 1. She typed in Number 1. 
Access Denied.
What was a six letter word followed by a one that meant the same thing? Numero 1? She couldn’t think of anything else. Actually, she’d heard him call himself, Numero Uno. She typed it in, and up popped his contact information. 
“Predictable, egotistical bastard,” she said aloud.
She dialed his office number and got a voice mail saying, “I’m out of the office.”
She hit zero for his secretary.
“This is Mary. Can I help you?”
“Mary, Lilly Vaughn, Senator Ellis’s administrator, can the Senator speak to your boss?”
“He’s working from home today, waiting on an important call.”
“Senator Ellis will try him there. Thanks, Mary.”
Peacock dressed and counted the money she had in her purse. Five hundred dollars would keep her supplied for a few days at least. At eight thirty-five in the evening, she grabbed a cab, holding her purse in her hands and her black bag in her lap. “3303 Water Street, Northwest,” she said.
“Pricey neighborhood for a workout outfit,” the cabbie chuckled. “You a cleaning lady?”
“Something like that.”
The short ride across town seemed to take forever. For some reason the lights of oncoming cars looked orange instead of their normal color. A pressure seemed to be building in the center of her head, yet she felt no pain. Maybe she was going to die. 
The cab pulled up at a gated complex labeled the Emerald Condominiums. Peacock’s irritation grew the closer she came to her target. Major, the mysterious masked leader of Hercules, was the man who ripped her son from her. He was the one who loosed his maniacal girlfriend to bury the insidious implant in her head.
After the cab drove off, Peacock jumped the wall surrounding the complex. Avoiding the check-in gate, she came out between two parked cars, hurrying as though she’d just parked one of the vehicles. A quick check said, Building B, Number 12 was the far building on her left on the upper floor. Her steps turned into a trot as a spring shower burst overhead. She slipped into Building B and rode the elevator up to Number 12 on the sixth floor.
Her online study of the builder’s floor plans said Major’s condo was 5,000 square feet with a wonderful view of the Potomac River. A quick scan of the entryway between Number 11 and Number 12 showed that, other than cleaning people, few visitors came here. The distinct fragrance of lemon polish indicated the cleaning people had come and gone. She could develop a scheme to lure Major out into the entryway. But, why not use the direct approach? She stepped up to Number 12 and rang the bell.
After a minute, Major said, “Who is it?”
“Oh for Pete’s sake, I’m drenched. I came to keep you company.”
The latched clicked and the door swung open. “Sorry, Bea, I. . .”
Peacock’s fist sent Major flying backward across the alcove. His head slammed into the bottom edge of the archway that opened into a den, knocking him out. She kicked him onto this belly and cuffed him. Then she proceeded to search his house. 
His kitchen said Major was a first-class cook, a man with an interesting sense of taste and literally hundreds of spices neatly arranged in easy reach. His bedroom displayed pictures of seven children ranging from kindergarten age to young adult. Under each, he’d engraved the child’s name, the mother’s name, and the date of birth. No other pictures were in the bedroom.
Major must be a first class rounder, as her Arthur might say. Peacock shivered. Her memory rang both sweet and bitter since her night with Loomis. That Kolb knew of Major’s pictures made her all the more loathsome.
Peacock left his bedroom and entered a large rectangular room, which in any other home would be a billiard room. This room contained weapons of every type and class. Guns of every make and model with bullets, star wheels, knives, and switchblades, some in glass cases, some displayed on desks.
My, my, my, the man is a collector.
Her attention turned to the one area of her training she’d never put to use, chemicals, like nitrous oxide, fentanyl, and knockout gases of varying ranges of potency. She might need these later. She broke the glass with a kitchen meat tenderizer and carefully removed three bottles. She placed them and three small empty spritz bottles in a leather shaving kit she found in his bathroom.
She came back to Major and sat down next to him. “Wake up, Asshole.”
She saw an eye open through the hole in his mask positioned toward her. 
“What happened?” he groaned.
He attempted to roll over and found that impossible with his hands cuffed.
“I’m surprised my former bosses’ boss fell for a woman’s voice at the door.” She rolled him on his back and looked into his bloodshot eyes. “Forgot about me, didn’t you. I bet you thought I was Kolb.”
“Don’t be a fool. Uncuff me and get to the Center, so Bea can examine your implant.”
Peacock’s body flushed with heat and rage. “Why did you keep me from my child?”
Major stiffened.
She smacked his elbow with the meat tenderizer, and he yowled.
“Again, why did you take my son away?”
“My brother was wrong and Bea was right. You fell in love with Pendleton and got yourself pregnant without permission. You’re intelligent. You schemed your way into getting pregnant right around all our built-in safeguards. You shouldn’t have a son. You can thank my brother that you’re even alive.”
Thank his brother?
She yanked off Major’s mask revealing his face and hair. Burn scars covered the whole left side of his head, including his ear and higher up into his scalp. However, that didn’t hide the fact. Major was Ursa’s twin—identical most probably.
He shot her a lopsided grin. “I wear the mask so people don’t mistake me for my ugly brother.”
“You’re quite glib for a dead man.”
Major scoffed. “Remember your oath and your loyalty. Stop this ridiculous. . .”
She plunged her switchblade into his leg right above the knee, then yanked it out as he screamed and jerked.
“Sorry, but you weren’t loyal to me.” She couldn’t waste time. “Now, I’m taking care of myself.”
Her hands fingered through his pockets. She found his cellphone, his car keys, and his wallet. “We were trained never to put all our passwords in our wallets, yet here you are with your list right here.”
“You’re not really going to kill me. Are you mad?”
“Yes, I am.”
As much as she wanted to toy with him like a mouse caught on sticky paper, time was moving on. She had another stop to make before eleven o’clock. Peacock thrust the knife straight into Major’s heart and left the blade in down to the hilt. Grabbing a large kitchen knife, she sliced off Major’s thumb, wiped it clean, put the thumb in a baggie, and dropped it into her purse.
In the bathroom, she washed the blood off her hands and arms. When she looked in the mirror, Peacock didn’t recognize herself. But then, after all she’d been through, maybe there was nothing left of Laverna Smythe, Donna O’Conner, or whoever she’d been before. Maybe she didn’t’ exist.
I’m a deadly goddess.
Carrying one of Major’s black cases repacked with interesting new weapons, she headed back down to the parking garage and pressed Major’s car key unlock button. A black Lincoln, only a few spaces from where she stood, flashed its lights.
One down and who knows how many more to go?



Chapter 13
 
Try as he may, Alan Loomis couldn’t hide the bruise remaining on the left side of his jaw. As Vice President Edmonds left the President’s office, he commented, “I’d like to see how the other guy looks.”
“A workout accident,” Loomis said, for the sixth time since he’d arrived. He waved the Vice President over and whispered so his bodyguards couldn’t hear. “Pendleton’s plane will arrive in a half hour. I thought you were going to meet him.”
“Heading there now. Don’t be a worrywart.”
Loomis never considered himself a worrywart. Still, as complicated as events were becoming, he felt the loss of control unnerving. Even with all his training, Laverna Smythe Pendleton distracted him. He respected her and enjoyed working with her as a partner. However, last night he’d experience emotions like never before in his life. If she’d killed him like a black widow female does to her mate, he would have died happy, sore jaw and all. 
The door to the Oval Office opened. “Can I speak with you, Alan?”
John Sherman motioned him in as the president headed out to retire for the night. “The president just finished talking with Latovsky. The man’s pleading with Monroe to join Pendleton and fight alongside him.”
“Sir,” Loomis said, “Latovsky and Monroe have met several times. Could he be making a personal appeal, rather than a political one?”
“Whatever the motivation, the president left exhausted.” Sherman put his hand on Loomis’s shoulder. “Sorry about your partner. Believe me when I tell you, I personally sympathize with her. I’d hate to not be able to see my kids.”
Loomis nodded. He had mixed emotions. She was certifiable, but his night with her spawned a craving he hadn’t experienced since he first met his ex-wife. With Sherman lingering around, Loomis had to decide what his course of action should be. “I’ll take the nine to midnight shift. You need your rest after such a busy schedule. Have Jerome replace me at the witching hour.”
Sherman shook his head. “The department issued a Code Red security warning. Both of us will be doing double-duty. I’m here until two a.m. when Jerome replaces me. You’re here until six a.m.”
Loomis pursed his lips. No use arguing, he would have to lure Sherman away on a rabbit chase or kill him. Now he understood Peacock’s dilemma more clearly. Peacock performed the hardest of duties, living a married life with an enemy and stealing his secrets. Loomis wondered if he could do the same if asked.
“All right,” Loomis said. “Where will you be positioned?”
“I’ll stay at the foot of the main staircase in the Center Hall.”
“Fine, I’ll be down the corridor by the Secret Service Room.” Loomis took a couple of steps toward his station, then asked, “How about a game of computer chess?”
“Not tonight, I’m going to watch Nightline on my I-pad. I want to see what the Russians are doing.”
Loomis took his station. He checked his weapons, both the gun in his holster and the knife in its sheath next to the gun.
I hope Sherman is called away. 
#
The rain stopped as Pendleton’s jet landed at Andrews Air Force Base. Vice President Edmunds and Air Force General Marco Giamo, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, waited on the tarmac to meet him. Pendleton peered out his window. The official welcome committee consisted only of the two leaders and select staff.
President Monroe had no idea Pendleton was on American soil, and that fact encouraged him. Latovsky’s troops were at the border of Jordan en route to Israel. Despite heavy missile launchings from Israel against that advancing army, the Russians pushed forward. Air raid sirens went off hourly in Tel Aviv, Haifa, and Amman. So far, incoming strikes caused light damage, meant to terrorize the people, not to destroy them.
Pendleton hurried down the plane’s steps and reached out his hand to Edmunds, “Good to see you again, Carter.”
“I wish it were under better circumstances.”
“Nonsense, the dawning of a new world is at hand. And the human race will have a future.”
General Giamo shook Pendleton’s hand as well. “Please understand. The Armed Forces of the United States serves the Commander-in-Chief. We are sympathetic to your position.” He looked over to Edmunds. “But as of right now, President Monroe’s orders are being followed.”
“As I would expect,” Pendleton answered. “I’ll hold you to that standard of loyalty when you report to me. Will the military come to me when Carter becomes President?”
“If the then President Edmunds says so, we will.” Giamo brushed the lapels on his shoulders. “The Global Realm uniforms are stored and ready for wear.”
“Hans Van Meer is at Reagan International,” Edmunds interjected. “Two of my staff members are picking him up. Once he’s with us, we’ll call Cline with the go ahead.”
“I’ll call Professor Cline,” Pendleton said. “Van Meer will escort him out of the United States and harm’s way once the missiles have been fired.”
“Come to my home,” Edmunds said. “We can talk there with General Giamo, until we’re summoned to the White House for my swearing in.”
“Fine,” Pendleton said, “Van Meer will be heading to Huntsville, so Cline won’t succumb to the jitters. But I might be called away in the midst. Loomis has found Lovey. I’m hoping to send her up to Boston General. Ruben Levi will operate to remove that implant.”
“My God, Arthur,” Edmunds yelped. “How do you manage all the personal headaches you’ve got on your plate?”
“Quite well, actually,” Pendleton said and hunched his way into Edmunds limousine. “We’d best spend our time working on our speeches for the United Nations.”
Edmunds couldn’t be trusted. Pendleton received that word from Loomis and from Van Meer. Yes, he’d deliver the military, but he’d expect far too much in return. 
Pendleton placed a call to his merchant fleet commander. His ships were already moving into their pre-selected positions. They’d access land and distribute food when the missile launches ended. “Tell me we’re in place,” he said.
“All but the South China Sea grouping, Sir,” the Fleet Commander answered. “Heavy seas near Borneo delayed half the supply ships, but we’ll only be off by a few hours.”
“That’s all the delays?”
“Yes Sir, we’re in place worldwide and ready at your command.”
#
“We’re spread far too thin, Mister President,” General Sakharov pleaded, slamming the table and jarring Serge Latovsky’s coffee. “Why aren’t you listening?”
Latovsky smiled. His comrades seated at the table in Cavierterra’s private dining area awaited his response.
“In a few hours American missiles will put an end to our struggles.” He picked his coffee cup up and took a sip. “Besides, you worry too much.”
“al-Sistani and Jafarzadeh aren’t fools. Their disappearance doesn’t mean they’ve run away. Think man. Syrian forces are heading toward Jordan. Pakistanis have left their homes and are joining the Iranians in harassing our troops regardless of their government’s position. And we’re getting farther and farther from our supply lines.”
Latovsky called to the waiter in this restaurant for the elite. “Bring us dessert.”
“We have a great Sohaan-e Asali, a Persian delicacy.”
Latovsky chuckled. “Since I’m eating their lunch on the battlefield, I might as well have them for dessert. Bring us all some.”
He peered at Sakharov. A good friend and a great general, but he lacked the foresight to see past today. “I understand your concern, but trust my judgment here. I can predict what government leaders will do.”
“You were right about our former States returning to us,” Sakharov said. “But wrong about Turkmenistan. And they’ve caused us pain.”
“I’ll make you a deal. If by two p.m. tomorrow, American missiles fail to provide the firepower we need, I’ll pull to a stop and consolidate our forces before proceeding. Okay?
“Yes, that’s reasonable.”
After his guests left, Latovsky pondered his situation. What if Pendleton failed, or worse, what if Pendleton had lied to him? Everything the two discussed up to now had occurred as agreed. Still an uncomfortable feeling gnawed at him. He’d feel much better after two p.m. tomorrow.
#
Alan Loomis fingered the knife in its sheath. Sherman hadn’t moved since he’d taken his position by the stairway. Time was passing quickly. In fifteen minutes, he must murder Monroe. He watched as Sherman made his ten minute check-in call. The closest agent on the lower floor was in the hall on the other side of the Oval Office in the West Wing. Loomis sucked in a breath. He made his decision.
Sherman fought with the best in his time, ultimate combat, no-retreat cage battles. Killing him would be impossible without the trust Loomis had built carefully over time. He supposed he could fain an illness, but Sherman would probably call for help, rather than leave his post at the stairwell.
Loomis made his ten minute check-in call as well and stood up. “Be vigilant. I’m headed to the men’s room.”
“Roger that. I’ll time you.”
Good working for you, John. Forgive me.
Sherman didn’t look up from his chair as Loomis passed.
Loomis unsheathed his blade swiveled and plunged the knife into Sherman’s neck between his collarbone and spine. Sherman grabbed Loomis, stood to his feet, and flung him across the hallway. He took two steps toward Loomis, eyes flaring red. Then he dropped to his knees. As Loomis regained his composure, he heard Sherman say, “Why, Allan?”
For a moment, Loomis cradled his mentor in his arms, and answered, “To save the world.”
Sherman breathed in his last breath and Loomis kissed his forehead. He had little time to lose. He headed up the main staircase and crossed the Center Hallway into the Yellow Oval Room without making a sound. Once there, he stopped to catch his breath and listen. To his right was a sitting room the president and his wife seldom used, but that room led directly into the president’s bedroom. He glanced at his watch, six minutes until his next check-in call.
Loomis fixed his Speedloader silencer onto the muzzle of his .38 caliber Smith & Wesson. He grabbed a yellow throw pillow that smelled of lavender. Normally, he didn’t use silencers with revolvers. However, tonight with at least four other agents in various parts of the White House, a silencer and a pillow gave him an extra feeling of security.
For the greater good.
 One deep breath and he burst through the sitting room and into the Presidential bedroom. Mrs. Monroe was pulling on her nightgown. The president was asleep sitting up with a speech in his hand and his glasses slightly askew on his face. Loomis fired three shots, two in the chest and one in the head, per his training.
Mrs. Monroe attacked him.
Fingers clawing at his face, she wasn’t dying without a fight. He hit her in the nose with the gun butt and heard it crack. But she kept coming, kneeing him in the balls as she defended herself. She grabbed his gun arm and attempted to wrestle the gun away from him. With his free arm, he pushed her back a few inches. He fired the gun at her head at close range. Like a melon, her head splattered and she dropped to the floor.
One minute to his check-in call.
Loomis, covered with blood and brain matter, placed his call. “Hey, Jerome, John’s in the men’s room. This call is for the both of us.”
“Roger that. He still has to report back himself when he returns.”
“I’d say ten minutes tops,” Loomis answered, trying not to breathe too heavily to arouse suspicion.
Ten minutes didn’t give him much time, not blood soaked as he was. He put on a pair of the president’s golf pants and a white cotton shirt, a little large but they would have to do. He washed his face and headed to the kitchen. There was a service elevator leading down to ground level.
Once there, he rode down to the service entrance and strolled out into the damp night, hardly noticing the light sprinkle that still fell. He stepped calmly into his car, flashed his badge, and exchanged a pleasantry with Harry at the gate. Loomis left the grounds. Two miles away, he switched cars and headed to a parking lot two blocks from The Klingerman Institute. There he parked and called Pendleton.



Chapter 14
 
The pain and irritation in Peacock’s head increased.
Kolb will not win.
She recognized the difference between natural pain and one generated by from Kolb’s device by the point of origin and sharpness. The Klingerman Institute’s spires rose in the air only a few blocks away. Peacock’s craving for vengeance thirsted to be satisfied. She flipped on the Lincoln’s windshield wipers and switched on the GPS.
The clock on the First Security Bank said 10:51. Loomis must be preparing to strike.
“Approaching Institute, shall I activate your codes?”
Peacock giggled and her pain lessened. The voice used by the GPS system was Kolb’s voice. Holding Major’s Hercules issued handset, she pushed green. As she turned into the parking garage, the entrance gate automatically pulled open.  
Isn’t this cool, he has a designated parking space right next to the Authorized Personnel Only elevator.
She pulled in and shut everything in the car off. 
Peacock took several deep breaths and pushed all thoughts out of her mind but revenge. She visualized the building as she did her training runs, except the targets would be real people. There would be three types of targets—those to be tortured and killed, unimportant collateral damage, and friends to be converted or disabled. Her friends were safe unless they tried to stop her.
She removed her gun from her arsenal and shoved it into the glove compartment. She selected three chemical agents from the collection at Majors, her cuffs, 3 small knives with special purposes, rope, and his thumb in the baggie. Then she exited the car.
There was no need to cover her face. She didn’t care if her victims saw her. Majors’ handset opened the elevator door and she entered the building. So this was how Major came and went. He could appear on any floor using this elevator. From the immaculate condition of the inside, no one else used it.
She stopped at the 3rd floor. The door opened and she ducked and rolled out into the hallway, coming up with one of the knives in her hand. Where was she? She’d been in this building several times, but not here. All right, think like Major. Why would he exit his elevator door here?
Peacock noted the hallway to the left dead-ended. That direction would be toward the front of the building. She moved to her right where the hallway turned left. Three steps to her left she came to another door. She had no place to go but through the door or back to the elevator. Whatever happened, she’d have the element of surprise.
She pushed the door open and looked out directly at the men’s room door. She was inside the secure facility.
Major breached his own security.
Now she had her bearings. The dullness of her headache said Kolb’s people didn’t know where she was or what she was doing. If she’s been in rage mode, the pain would be stronger. Surprisingly calm, Peacock edged to the main corridor and peered around. There to her left sat her friend Felicia behind the security door—the door she would have had to put Major’s finger against to identify him and gain entrance.
Peacock’s training taught her to pick out the easy targets first, eliminating them one-by-one created less bloodshed. Felicia was a friend—convert or disable. Disable and apologize later. Kolb and Ursa placed Felicia here to delay Peacock’s entrance. She didn’t have time to reason with her.
Peacock stepped back out of sight. She put the next generation knockout inhalant on a small cloth, a chloroform derivative safe for use in small doses. The latest craze was women wiping the chemical on their breasts before sex so both partners could inhale the stuff. If Major possessed chloroform-c in his collection, maybe Kolb used it. Peacock gagged. If she wanted sex, she demanded as clear a head as possible.
She took off her shoes and readied herself.
Around the corner, she crept and headed straight for Felicia. Before Felicia could react, Peacock was upon her, wrapping the cloth over Felicia’s nose and mouth. While there was still recognition in Felicia’s eyes, Peacock whispered. “I’m your friend. Forgive me.”
The chemical would work for only a few minutes, but that was enough time to neutralize Felicia as a threat. Peacock cuffed her, gagged her, and taped her mouth. Then she pulled some rope out of her bag and tied Felicia’s ankles. She folded one of the ropes, passed an end through the loop, wrapping it around the ankles, and then through the lark’s head. She finished the job with a square knot. Then she dragged Felicia into the ladies’ room and set her inside a stall.
Peacock put her shoes back on, then manually barred the entrance door. That way, even if someone entered the right code, he still wouldn’t be able to get in. Peacock checked her watch. Eleven o’clock straight up, Loomis must have his hands full about now. As she approached the lab, she pulled out her mirror, positioned herself against the wall, and held the mirror so it reflected the room through the glass in the door.
Well, well, the sight was a double-edged dilemma. All the little mice were in one place. But only two were enemies, Kolb and Nyugen. Polaris and Magnus were friends. They might even help her if she had enough time to explain her situation. By eleven-thirty, she needed to reconnect with Loomis.
Ursa was the unknown factor. Major told her Ursa opposed installing the new implant, still he allowed the operation. He even submitted her to torture caused by the God-awful pain she experienced. A quick survey of her surroundings said blowing Fentanyl into the lab through the air ducts wasn’t an option. She had no protection from that amount of the chemical.
She swiveled the mirror to view each person. Polaris and Nyugen were discussing what she presumed were her brain scans. Kolb looked catatonic, wringing her hands and looking down at the floor. Ursa was asleep. Magnus was doing what Magnus did best. He stood in the back of the room and watched for any potential threat.
She chuckled. In the movies and in badly written books, the hero would crawl through the air ducts and drop down on the unsuspecting prey. Of course, those film air ducts weren’t real. They weren’t made of thin metal alloy. They didn’t have screws and sharp edges that could tear your flesh, and of course, the bevels allowing for airflow modification were non-existent. Nope, Peacock clenched her fists. Enter per the manual. Only the element of surprise worked to her advantage.
Here comes your worst nightmare.
#
“So it’s done then,” Pendleton said.
“Done, yes, unhappily so. I had to dispose of Sherman and Mrs. Monroe as well.”
“And Lovey?”
“I’m waiting for her call,” Loomis said. “What about Cline? With Monroe dead couldn’t we fire the missiles outright?”
“No. The code changes are in Sir Jarvis’s hands. And, I’m sure the loyalty of the Huntsville staff is still with Monroe.”
“I’ll call you when I hear from your wife.”
As Pendleton hung up, the vice president’s limousine pulled in to his drive, and Hans Van Meer stepped out and brushed off his pants.
“Welcome,” Pendleton said, as he came outside and hugged his friend.
“Good to see you, ole boy.” Van Meer lowered his eyebrows. “What do I call you now, Your High-Ass, the Grand Poobah—what?”
“Nothing of the sort,” Pendleton said, happy Van Meer was at his side. “I’m considering First Citizen. What do you think?”
“I think it’s dull.”
Pendleton pointed at Edmunds while still smirking at the Your High-Ass comment. “You prepare the speech for your short-lived presidency.”
He and Van Meer stepped inside. “Call Cline to let him know Monroe’s dead. Tell him you’re flying to Huntsville right now. I need to connect with my mum.”
#
Anne Pendleton rocked little George in her arms singing Welsh lullabies to him. The world was about to explode. All her friends believed nuclear war was eminent. Her son was the mastermind of the events, and she feared for him. She prayed as her father had prayed. “Lord, make us invisible to our enemies. Let them pass our doors and leave us in peace.”
Her phone rang, and she shuttered. “Yes.”
“Mum? It’s Arthur. I need your help.”
“You need God’s help, Son, and a mother’s prayers.”
“Mum, I need you to take George and drive to Trowbridge. I’ll have my people waiting at the airport to fly you to Boston. Remember to bring your passport.”
Anne Pendleton’s hands were trembling as she put George into his bassinet. “How many infernal people do you have? You seem to control millions.”
“Yes, indeed. You have nothing to fear. I’m going to help Lovey. I’m freeing her from her living hell. The first people she’ll want to see are George and you. Please, Mum, do this for me.”
Anne Pendleton’s heart had always hurt for Laverna. The awful way the bastards separated her from her son was unforgivable. “All right, I’ll come. It will take me some time to pull things together. But I’ll be at the airport in five hours.”
“Perfect.”
Anne Pendleton hung up. England hadn’t seen war on their soil in almost a century. Maybe part of Arthur’s goal was to see that war never came there again, but he hadn’t shared his plans with her. He’d only shared his dreams of a world at peace, and he never varied from following those dreams.
Her grandson’s life would be difficult, regardless of what occurred—a life that needed both a mother and a father to guide him. As she packed his things, she wondered if George’s future held teddy bears and pets or strife and constant turmoil.
“I’ll not leave you, my Georgie Porgie,” she said. “I’ll make Arthur build a grandmother suite wherever you are.”
Anne Pendleton packed her car and locked up her house. Not knowing when she might return, she left for the airport in Trowbridge.
#
“I’ll need to talk to Pope John the 24th when this is all over.” Pendleton strutted about Vice President Edmonds office cellphone to his ear, talking to Milton Rogers.
“I’ll try to arrange a meeting,” Rogers said. “He hasn’t responded to any attempt we’ve made to see him thus far.”
“He will after tomorrow. And, he will come to me. I won’t go to him.” Having another State besides the Global Realm was not going to happen. The Pope must agree to use the Vatican as a religious site and home. His headquarters, of course, a business operation would be suitable. “One man can’t overrule the State.”
“Catholics proclaim him infallible when it comes to spiritual guidance.”
“They can think anything they want. He lives in a comfortable suite suitable for his position, nothing more—nothing less. Now tell me everything I need to know about him.”
“One moment,” Rogers said, “I’m bringing the information up. All right, born Peter Testa in Rome in 1976, he didn’t make much of an impact on the world until early 2014. As a young bishop, he opposed the old guard of the Church by openly advocating support for Israel, by affectively arguing for the right of priests to marry, and by apologizing and excommunicating priests who misused their positions by abusing children.”
“Maybe he is a Saint.”
“Well, he doesn’t like you very much.”
“He doesn’t know me. He’s against the erosion of human society as I am. He opposes the use and abuse of morality by the broadcasting industry, as I do. We have more in common than not.”
“All the same, he thinks your Satan.”
“Well I’m not, and I’ll prove it to him.”
“Good luck with that,” Rogers said. “He’s young. He’s been a relatively conservative pope, except for the issues I’ve mentioned.”
“We’ll talk about this later,” Pendleton said. “Treat my mother well. She’s the only one I have.”
“Right you are.”



Chapter 15
 
Peacock kept the cloth she’d disabled Felicia with and poured a little more chemical on it. She took Felicia’s cellphone and texted Magnus. 
Need five.
She slid to the other side of the lab door, pushed up on her toes, back against the wall. Magnus bounded through the door and into the hallway. Peacock slammed her knee into his back and wrapped the cloth over his nose and mouth.
However, Magnus wasn’t Felicia.
He reached for her hair and yanked. She held her position pressing harder on his back. Magnus swung around. Both threw punches with Peacock’s landing on his jaw and Magnus’s hitting her flush in the nose. She heard her nose crack, as her trainer crumbled and didn’t move.
The pain ignited all her emotional sensors. She rushed through the lab door and stabbed Nyugen who must have heard the commotion and came running to shut the door. His eyes went blank immediately, and he died. Ursa leaped to his feet, backing away. She raced at him and he threw his hands in the air.
“Behind your back, Asshole, I’ll deal with you last.”
Ursa said nothing. She cuffed and gagged him as she had Felicia. Then to be sure he wouldn’t fight, she left the cloth over his nose for a count of ten.
“Bravo, you’re my hero.” Polaris swiveled his chair around and tossed her his pistol. “You may not need this, but keep it as my gift to you.”
“I knew you’d be a friend.”
“What happened to your face?”
“Magnus happened.” She grabbed Kolb as she made a run for the door and slammed her to the floor. “Don’t move, Bitch.”
“You didn’t harm our friends?” Polaris asked.
“Not permanently. They’re victims like you and me.” She paused, fingers trembling from the growing rage inside her. “Do you remember my asking you, ‘Did you ever rebel? Did you ever question what we’re doing?’”
“I remember,” Polaris replied. “I said, ‘It does no good. If you’re looking for a black or white world, there’s no such thing, only win or lose.’”
“I decided I’m going to be on the winning side.”
She walked over to Polaris. “Night, night sweet prince, you don’t want to see this.”
She put a sleeper hold on him and held on until he slumped in his chair, then she blindfolded him and tied his hands. With time now on her side, she secured Kolb’s legs and hurried out in the hall. Magnus had pulled up to his knees. She put the barrel of her gun to his head and said, “You’re a friend. Don’t make me kill you. Hercules is finished. Join the winning team.”
She cuffed him, gagged him, and tied his feet. Then she returned to deal with Doctor Beatrice Kolb.
Peacock dropped to the floor next to her nemesis. “I’m holding back the rage I feel right now, but only long enough to tell you a mother’s longing for her child trumps your little device.”
A hissing sound revealed, Kolb had peed and soon the smell agreed with Peacock’s assessment. Peacock’s hands trembled in anticipation. She grinned, a broad, teeth-revealing grin. “I can’t put an implant in your head and play God. However, I can have some fun. Would you like to play?”
“Please, I meant no harm.” Kolb wriggled like a trapped animal. “I wanted you to be my friend and make history with me.”
“I am your friend, Bea. So let’s see.” She wiped the blood off her face as the stream from her nose slowed to a trickle. She pulled out a thin blade with a battery in the handle from her kit. Kolb reached out in defense and Peacock broke Kolb’s hand with one blow.
Kolb’s screeching drove Peacock wild with excitement.
She waited as the sounds Kolb made turned to whimpering. Peacock flipped the battery switch and the blade buzzed into action. She cut Kolb’s yellow flowered blouse off and heard her own heartbeat increasing.
“I’ll bet Major enjoyed unhooking this,” Peacock said, as she sliced off Kolb’s bra. “I’ll bet he thought about those tits as I killed him.”
Kolb’s legs wiggled in a running motion with no place to go.
“I’m going to mutilate this body of yours. Any area you don’t want touched?”
Peacock guided the knife into Kolb’s flesh just above her right nipple. The blade slashed gouges of skin off, cutting a jagged path around and up to her right armpit. Her mind blazed with rage. She cut across Kolb’s upper body repeatedly, not going deep enough to kill, only deep enough to maim and scar. Peacock removed the rest of Kolb’s clothes and continued slashing away.
As she slashed a three-inch gash in Kolb’s cheek, Kolb screamed, “Not my face!”
I have to stop before I kill her.
Kolb really wasn’t a challenge, not a warrior, but she was a torturer and deserved to be tortured. Peacock shut off the knife.
“Remember Hammurabi’s code, ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ How many mindless idiots did you create until I came along?”
“Oh God, kill me, I beg you.”
“No, Bea, if you die, so be it. But my intention now is to let you live. I wasn’t sure until this moment. I want you to suffer a long life.”
Peacock went to a cabinet and took out some alcohol. “I’ll spare the rest of your face. Let’s clean you up a bit.”
She ignored Kolb’s howls as she rubbed the alcohol into her wounds. 
“I remember this,” Peacock said, and brought over a black box with electrodes on it. “You tested my implant with this device.”
She hooked the electrodes on to folds of skin she’d pinched on each side of Kolb’s neck, set the meter on level two, and shocked her. The jolt obviously wasn’t as painful as the alcohol, so she turned the machine up to level eight and turned it on.
Kolb’s body lurched around like a puppet dangling by strings. Her voice yowled for a minute or so, and then morphed to a hacking sound, rather like a choking chicken. Peacock turned the machine down to a level five and left it on.
Ursa groaned. He was awake. Peacock took the gag out of his mouth, as Kolb’s body rattled along the floor.
“The shock machine actually has instructions,” Peacock giggled. Her adrenalin ran way over its limit. “Kolb shouldn’t be shocked more than a minute or brain damage might occur. I’ve been shocked on and off for four months.” She leaned to eye level with Ursa and said. “I don’t think I have any brain damage. Do you?”
“You need medical help.”
She slugged him square in the nose with the same force Magnus struck her. “Your brother is dead. Long live your brother. Why didn’t you stop them?”
“I tried,” Ursa said, setting his jaw for an onslaught.
“Not hard enough.”
Ursa sighed. “I pushed as hard as I could. I was overruled. I don’t control the military. Major and Kolb wanted Pendleton out of your life. The only reason you spent the day with him was that I insisted. Pendleton would have destroyed our economy if you hadn’t.”
“He did anyway. Did I love him? I can’t connect to my past except in bits and pieces.”
Ursa nodded. “Unfortunately, yes you did, and he adores you.”
With those words, her rage subsided. “Don’t do anything foolish. My husband will win. You can’t stop him. Monroe should be dead by now. Pendleton will lead the world. Consider your broken nose tit-for-tat. I’ll put in a good word for you, Polaris, Magnus, and Felicia.”
She stomped over to the machine that communicated with her implant and reached to turn off the switch.
“Don’t!” Ursa screamed. “Kolb and Nyugen didn’t know what would happen if it’s shut off.”
Peacock pulled her hand away. She picked up Felicia’s cell and dialed Loomis. “Is it done?”
“Yes, Arthur’s waiting. The missiles will fire in four hours. He needs you with him for your safety.”
Missiles? The words of Thomas Reed returned, “Yours, my dear, is the face that will launch a thousand missiles.”
Peacock answered, “I’m at the Klingerman Center.”
“I’m three blocks away. I’ll pick you up.”
“Give me five minutes.”
Whatever happened when the controller unit disconnected didn’t matter. Peacock, Laverna, Donna O’Conner, whoever she was, had to be free. She flipped off the switch.



Chapter 16
 
Grandayatollah al-Sistani spoke softly to General Jafarzadeh by phone from his family home in southeastern Iran. Surrounding him were his bodyguards, his four permanent wives, and fourteen children. “How many missiles do we have left?”
“Ninety-two are ready to launch. The others would take weeks to assemble.”
“Order the launches in precisely two hours. Aim them all at the Russians along Jordan’s border.”
“But the estimated range of those missiles falls forty-five kilometers short.”
“Not with the help of North Korean knowhow,” al-Sistani whispered. “Our people modified those missiles. We’ll hit our targets.”
“I wasn’t aware.”
“Only the Committee was aware, and the scientists, of course.”
“All right. But then we’re defenseless.”
“As far as missiles, yes, save for the experimental nuclear battery.”
“Fire a nuclear missile at Russia, and see Iran as an ash desert. That’s insane.”
“In dire circumstances, insanity maybe the best of bad options.”
al-Sistani hung up. He summoned his Korean interpreter into the room with him. He placed a second call to Han Jong-un. North Korean missiles could reach Moscow and Tel Aviv. Jong-un had promised non-nuclear help. The time had come to deliver. As crazy as the North Koreans seemed to the rest of the world, al-Sistani understood their desire for isolation and control. He’d long attempted to keep his people from outside influences.
Both men understood nuclear war was the end of the world. Neither one was willing to risk annihilation.
“Does our pact still hold?” al-Sistani asked.
“We will fire one missile at Moscow and one at Tel Aviv. If they have the desired effect, we will fire more. But give us some time.”
#
Peacock staggered out of the lab, dabbing the last drops of blood off her swelling nose. Whoever figured out how to escape from their shackles first would shut Kolb’s shock machine off. When the control box shut down the shocks to her head, Peacock had let out a burst of laughter so intense, she startled herself. The lack of stimulation from the probe didn’t affect her thoughts or her mobility. But with the sudden laugh, she realized controlling her emotions without a working probe would be close to impossible.
She headed to Major’s elevator, pushed the button to the ground floor, and exited with her belt, bag, and black box secured on her person. She passed Major’s Lincoln and headed out to the street. Her watch read eleven thirty-seven. Within a minute, a car pulled up, and she recognized Loomis as the driver.
“What did you mean when you said, ‘The missiles will fire in four hours.’?” 
“A slip up on my part, Laverna, four hours from now every missile in the U.S. Space-based arsenal will fire, but not at their assigned targets, at targets Pendleton has predetermined.”
“How can he manage that? He’s nowhere near the Huntsville facility.”
“He paid off the top brain there. Those missiles will fire per plan, on time.” Loomis stared at her. “You really don’t understand, do you? There wouldn’t be a need if the first attempt on Monroe’s life had succeeded. Edmunds would have put the entire American military under U.N. command and all this bloodshed might have been avoided.”
Her scream filled the car and jolted Loomis who pushed backward in his seat. “What the bloody hell?”
“Don’t you see? I’m responsible. I thwarted Pendleton’s plan and forced this war on everyone.”
“That’s ridiculous. You followed orders. You did your job.”
Peacock pulled out the revolver Polaris had given her. “Drive to Hanger 8 at Reagan International.”
“Why?”
“Four Hercules jets are there, and I’m going to Huntsville.”
“Are you out of you mind?”
Peacock slammed the gun barrel against Loomis’s shoulder hard enough to bruise him. “Yes, I’m going insane. Drive the damn car to Reagan, or I’ll shoot your pecker off, nice as it is.”
Loomis hit the gas, made a U-turn, and headed out toward the commercial hanger at Reagan International.
#
Polaris opened an eye. How long had he been unconscious—a short time? He heard Peacock torture Kolb and her interrogation of Ursa. When Peacock left, he waited long enough to assure she’d made her escape. Even as a victim, Peacock fought harder than any man he knew. Polaris rubbed his head against his chair until he could push the blindfold down far enough to see the alarm button on his console and hit it with his nose.
The first responder, Carna Esposito, Ursa’s assistant, dove into the room gun drawn and face flushed. “Oh shit,” she cried when she assessed the situation. She untied Polaris’s hands. She released Ursa from his cuffs and examined Kolb. Carna hesitated, glancing over at the outlet where the machine shocking Kolb was plugged in.
“Unplug it,” Polaris said. “She’s a human being for God’s sake.”
Kolb’s body continued to jerk even after Carna did as instructed. Carna bent down and listened to her heart. “She’s in atrial fibrillation.”
Polaris yelled at her, “Don’t just stand there. Get her a medical team.”
The grimace on Carna’s face said she didn’t want to. “I called 911 when I saw your signal,” she grumbled.
 She left and was back within a few minutes with the medical team from George Washington University Hospital trailing in after her.
“You need that nose looked at, Boss,” Polaris said as Ursa swung up on his feet.
“I need my ego reshaped. Peacock worked a number on me.” Ursa seemed somehow proud.
The medical team shocked Kolb’s heart back into rhythm. Her eyelids opened. However, there was no sign she recognized anyone.
Ursa, in need of medical attention himself, wiped his nose clean and walked out of the lab along with the medical personnel taking care of Kolb. 
Polaris wheeled away from his dead monitor, vowing never to operate the demon-device again. As he pushed his way into the hallway, Magnus was standing, going through a debriefing by Homeland Security. Polaris turned to look for Felicia and saw her walking out of the restroom with two women holding her up.
“Well, you look peachy,” Polaris chuckled, wheeling up to her.
“What the hell happened?”
“Peacock happened. You should thank her. She likes you. Kolb and Nyugen didn’t fare as well.”
As he spoke, Carna stumbled out of the lab. “My God, the president’s been assassinated.”
#
Peacock held Loomis at gunpoint just outside the hanger where Hercules maintained its jet aircraft.
“What the hell do I do with you?” she ranted. “Reed told me my face would launch a thousand missiles, and I don’t want that legacy.” She grabbed his car keys, touched his cheek, and had to fight off a sudden burst of lust. God, she needed that implant taken out. “You’re a friend, Alan. Therefore, here are your choices. One, you take off your shoes and socks and walk away with your life. Two, I shoot you right here. Three, you come with me and help me stop Arthur’s plan. I love him, but not at the expense of millions of lives.”
“I’ll walk away. I can’t wish you good luck, Laverna. But I do wish you good health.”
“Laverna was never my name. I hated whatever my birth name was after my parents died. “Call me Peacock. I’m most comfortable with that name.” She glared at Loomis. “Tell Arthur where I’m going, and you’re a dead man when I see you again.”
“Goodbye Peacock,” Loomis said, now barefoot and backing away. “I hope I will see you again someday.”
She waited until he was a walking stick in the distance and then ran into the hanger. She’d flown out of this complex more times than she could recall, but she couldn’t remember the names of the pilots.
“You,” she yelled, and flashed Major’s ID card. “This is a matter of national security. Take me to Huntsville. Now!”
He checked the ID, saluted, and said, “Agent Keller at your service. Let me alert the tower.”
Peacock looked at her watch. She had less than four hours to get to Huntsville, find the Missile Defense Agency, find the launch control center, and stop the madness. 
“I’ve got clearance to depart in forty-five minutes,” Agent Keller yelled from his wall phone. “Flight time is seventy-two minutes. So in approximately two hours you are there.”
“What about a car?”
“Let me check.”
He typed in Huntsville, Alabama on his computer. “With the Missile Center in Huntsville, we have a good fleet of available cars. This evening we have a couple of Lincolns and a Deville.”
“Do you have a black one like Major’s?”
“Well not that well equipped, but yes.”
“I want the black Lincoln.”
Agent Keller smiled at her, “You must rank right up there. I didn’t catch your name.”
“I’m Peacock.”
“You’re the one Magnus says can kick the ass of anyone on the team.”
“He trained me, so he likes to brag.” She didn’t deny the fact. Not gloating was about the best she could do.
“I’ll do the final check and we’ll take off when the tower clears us.”
“Thank you.” With a GPS, she had enough time. Keller worked readying the jet. Peacock printed out directions from Redstone Air Force Base to the Missile Defense complex, approximately a four-mile drive. She grinned. I’ll have plenty of time.

A message printed out as she watched.
Attention all Hercules personnel. Be on the alert for Agent Peacock, red hair, blue eyes, mid-twenties. She has gone rogue. Consider armed and dangerous.
She ripped the memo up and shredded it. The lights reflecting off the hanger’s corrugated aluminum ceiling hurt her eyes. But the smell of jet fuel and oil made her feel at home.
Guess I’m a working class girl at heart.
#
At ten thousand feet, Peacock focused on anything but the growing animal-like feelings clawing to control her. She instructed her brain, “Let me see the truth about both sides.”
Like the opening of a parachute, the answered sent her mind flying upward. All Pendleton’s philosophizing slammed together. The world was rocketing toward self-destruction. Capitalism and greed kept mankind from changing that direction. Pendleton had taken matters in his own hands and was about to end individualism. In the future, humanity would work together or perish.
The United States and likeminded thinkers clung on to the frontier spirit that made them who they are. They thrived on nationalism, competition, and individualistic greed. Pendleton was right. Hercules was wrong. Her heart was racing as fast as her mind. Monroe was dead. Things could change, but not fast enough for her husband. She wouldn’t—no—she couldn’t change her plans. Millions of lives depended on her.
I love you, Arthur. I’m sorry.



Chapter 17
 
Chaos reigned in the halls of the Chinese leadership. Li Ziyang called a hurried meeting with only the elite invited. Officials rushed into the meeting room of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China mumbling and in shock. Li Ziyang slammed his fist and yelled, “Silence. We do not panic.”
The group of twelve settled at the General Secretary’s words. “President Ming, please read the report out of Korea with calmness.”
“I will synopsize.” Hui Ming stood and pulled himself to his full 5’ 2” height. “Iran fired multiple rockets from an undisclosed location in southeastern Iran and destroyed the Russian supply lines on the roads leading into Jordan.”
“Now you understand that al-Sistani strikes even from his deathbed.” Li Ziyang folded his hands in thought. “We must learn, as he has, to use every weapon at our disposal to strike at our enemies.”
“The Russians have retaliated with heavy non-nuclear strikes around Zahedan, Damascus, Beirut, and Haifa,” Ming continued. “Prompting something unexpected, a call to President Latovsky from the North Koreans, stating, “Cease aggressive behavior or face nuclear war.”
“What do we do?” Li Ziyang asked, having already determined the answer.
“Seize the opportunity,” a committee member answered. “As I understand your agreement with Pendleton, we will try his proposed system of government for ten years under your leadership over our quadrant. However, our quadrant is not yet set. Take the Korean Peninsula now and beg forgiveness later.”
“Get Pendleton on the phone. I don’t beg.”
#
“She did what?” Pendleton glared at Loomis. The man had one simple instruction. Bring Lovey to him. Then he remembered how vicious his Lovey was in battle and softened. “Do you know where she’s headed?”
“No, but she forced me to drive her to Reagan International’s Corporate Terminal.”
 “Do you think she could have learned about the missiles?”
“Yes, she believes the launches are her fault.”
“I’ll alert Van Meer. He’s on his way to Huntsville.”
“Sir,” an aide said. “Li Ziyang is on the phone.”
Ziyang was the last person Pendleton wanted to talk to, except for Latovsky, who seemed panicked beyond words. He grabbed the phone, “General Secretary, how may I help?”
“I have decided to eliminate a headache for both of us.”
“Which one of the many we face?”
“North Korea has threatened a nuclear attack against Russia. This cannot occur. We will stop this nonsense, since the Korean Peninsula will be in our quadrant anyway. Our intervention will take a worry off your shoulders.”
Pendleton marveled at how suddenly Li Ziyang spoke almost perfect English. Ziyang did not know that Pendleton had decided to grant the Chinese the Korean Peninsula in hopes of securing a closer relationship. Like Latovsky, Ziyang’s ambition needed shocked into reality. He would not be a leader in the Global Realm. However, in this case, his logic made sense. 
“General Secretary, we have disagreed in the past, but not on this issue. Do as you see fit.”
#
Li Ziyang placed a call to his Central Military Commission Headquarters Chief. “General Chui, did I disturb you?”
“No, General Secretary, I’m on the treadmill.”
“Exercise gives us divine inspiration.” Li Ziyang paused. “The time is now to execute Operation Little Brothers.”
“Do you wish me to place a call to Han Jung-un?”
“No, surprise him.”
Li Ziyang hung up. “Everyone talks peace. Everyone dreams of a world of equals who pursue the dream of excellence for Mankind. What do you think, my friends, is that dream possible?”
“No,” the oldest member present said.
“Why not?”
“Because there can be only one dream and only a few dreamers who share it. The rest of Mankind will follow until enough decide they don’t agree.”
“Is ten years-time sufficient to test the dream of Arthur Pendleton?”
“You have said so,” Hui Ming replied. “Let us wait and see.”
“I’m scheduled to speak tomorrow at the United Nations at eleven,” Li Ziyang said. “Run the country well in my absence.”
#
Serge Latovsky hurried down the concrete steps leading to a bunker far underneath the Kremlin. The call from Pendleton that Li Ziyang would handle the North Koreans did not impress him. His western frontal attack had stalled at the Jordanian border and his army was fighting people with broken bottles and axes instead of any great military force.
The ridiculous Arab Spring had brought nothing but the unification of the radicals. Iran was now friends with Syria in a fight to the death against the infidels. If you’re not a Muslim, you’re an infidel. Latovsky beat his hands together as he reached the bunker doors.
Once in the bunker, Latovsky connected on satellite with Sakharov. “Update?”
“Other than stay calm, I have no update. Our troops fight street by street in Tehran. Basra has surrendered. The Iranian missiles were a surprise. They severely damaged the roads, making movement forward difficult in some areas and impossible in others.”
“New equipment will reach you in a matter of hours.”
“But the U.S. missiles will fire in just over an hour. Some of the targets are in areas we should have cleared days ago.”
Latovsky pondered that problem. “I’ll place a call to Vladimir with the team in Harwell, Oxfordshire.”
“Meanwhile, I’ll redeploy as I can,” Sakharov said.
Latovsky hung up and made a call to Vladimir.
“Yes, Mister President.”
“I need you to pass a message to Sir Jarvis.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Tell him our troops have not advanced into Jordanian and Syrian territory. We need him to redirect any missile strikes aimed at southwestern Iran.”
“But Sir . . .”
“I can accept no objection. Tell him, and see to it he reroutes the missiles.”
Latovsky would stay safely underground for another three hours and then fly to New York for his speech to the United Nations at ten o’clock the next morning. By then, he mused, all hostilities would cease.
#
While the scientists double-checked for every possible eventuality, Sir Jarvis Franks acted as cheerleader, giving out “Jolly goods” and “Atta Boys” on every one of his rounds, which were now every ten minutes. He wasn’t a scientist, and he didn’t want to be a bother. However, Pendleton insisted Franks make his presence known in a positive way, and he lived to fulfill his missions.
A sigh of relief escaped his lips when his cell vibrated. “Sir Jarvis here.”
“Vladimir Kalakos, Sir Jarvis, I have a favor to ask.”
As Sir Jarvis listened, a sick, acidy burning grew in the center of his chest. “One minute, let me conference you in with the Director of Operations.”
Once the director entered the conversation, Sir Jarvis remained silent as the two men’s conversation became uncivil. One demanding a redirection of certain missiles and the other insisting the request came too late.
Finally, Sir Jarvis got in a word. “Based on our inventory, how many missiles are we talking about?”
“Twenty-one.”
“If there were only ten missiles to redirect, how would you feel?”
“Somewhat more confident.”
“Then start with ten and redirect as many as you can. You might surprise yourself and be able to handle them all.”
Vladimir shouted curses as he hung up, but Franks felt his management skills had again been successfully applied. “Carry on everyone. Good job.”



Chapter 18
 
Pendleton and his team headed to the White House accompanying Vice President Edmunds to a hasty swearing in ceremony. He’d summoned the Chief Justice immediately after the White House medical staff pronounced Monroe dead. General Giamo traveled in the limousine with Edmunds as the military presence in support of Edmunds’ ascendance to the role of Commander-in-Chief.
“How do you think Americans will respond to the missile firings?” one of Pendleton’s aides asked.
“They’ll be furious at first. They’ll believe Edmunds betrayed their path toward peace.” He straightened his posture moving his back flat against the leather seat. “But other than an occasional whisper of my name, most of humanity doesn’t know me. And when I address the world, their attitude will hopefully change for the better.”
“Is there a time set for Edmunds’ speech to the United Nations?”
“Yes, nine in the morning Eastern Standard Time.”
“And your speech?”
“Noon, the same day.” Pendleton settled back watching the crowds gathering in the streets, as Edmunds’ limousine passed the Harvard Club en route to the White House. His cell vibrated. Van Meer was calling him back. “Pendleton.”
“Arthur, there’s chaos everywhere. Ever since Monroe’s death was announced, people here are in a dither.”
“Never mind that, Lovey maybe headed your direction to thwart our plans.”
“How could she know our plans?”
“I’m not sure, maybe from Reed. The main problem is she ditched Loomis and I don’t know where she is.”
“Well bloody hell, what do I do if she shows up?”
“Disable her and bring her to me when all this is over.”
“Oh, right. I’ll just say ‘Lovey dear, let me disable you.’ She’s a hydrogen weapon for God’s sake. I’m not sure I can handle her.”
“If you can’t, no one can.”
“Arthur, be reasonable. I kill people. I don’t disable them.”
Pendleton’s fists clenched and he screamed. “Don’t argue. Just do what I asked.” He slammed the cellphone against the limo window and spit, “Why is that woman so damn much trouble?”
“I can’t help you there, Mate,” his driver said. “They say love is blind. But if it is, why is lingerie so popular?”
Pendleton couldn’t help himself. He let out a roar and patted his aide’s knee. “That’s the bloody thing of it. They hit us where we’re weakest.”
#
Thaddeus Cline, Skipper to his friends, hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours. He hung up from his call with Franks, showered, shaved, and prepared for the final hour before he either became the most exalted space scientist in history or a villain who betrayed his nation.
No hookers, no booze, no fast cars occupied his time these last three months. Instead of feeling nervous, he was thoughtful. For the first time, he studied his life from the right side of his brain, not the left. He felt ageless. Flashes of coordinates switching from one global position to another flew through his mind like the Aurora Borealis.
He’d arrive at the Missile Defense Agency with thirty-minutes to spare. Three of his technicians would be on duty, the minimum required for an emergency operation. With the pressing of a key on his laptop, the pathway to the launch sequences would open to the center in Oxfordshire.
Cline slipped on his lab coat, clipped his pass card to its pocket, and smiled like a Cheshire cat at his image in his bathroom mirror. He owned no weapons. Yet he was secure with his knowledge and his science. The plan would go as Pendleton wished. Nations labeled as uncontrollable would lose their military capabilities and leadership in minutes. A warning shot at religious fanatics would deliver an edict. Play ball with the new regime or face annihilation.
As he pulled out of his neighborhood on Sunset Bluff and headed to Route 231 for his drive to work, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony played on his DVD player. However, playing wasn’t the glorious Ode to Joy of the last movement. Cline played the First Movement’s fifteen minutes repeatedly, parts of which sounded like an orchestra tuning for a grand event.
A grand event indeed.
#
Hans Van Meer checked the schedule of speakers on the list to address the United Nations in New York the following morning. Prime Minister Lodge would speak at eight a.m., President Edmunds at nine, Serge Latovsky at ten, and Li Ziyang representing the People’s Republic of China at eleven. With the leaders of the world seated in the front row of the United Nations Building in New York, Arthur Pendleton would pick up a microphone a quarter of the world away precisely at noon, Eastern Standard Time, and deliver his speech to the world.
Van Meer sipped his coffee as his plane descended to eight thousand feet in preparation for landing in Huntsville, Alabama. 
“We’ve been given a ten minute delay into Huntsville,” his pilot said. “Estimated landing time now is 1:16 a.m.”
“And drive time to the Missile Center?”
“Thirty minutes.”
“Good, that puts us there in time to escort Cline away, safe and sound.”
#
Peacock’s aircraft touched down at Redstone Air Force Base at 1:20 a.m., grateful her plane flew a different path than local air traffic.
“I aim to please,” Agent Keller said. He helped her out of the jet. On the tarmac, he handed her the black case and her purse. “Put in a good word to the Ursas for me.”
“Roger that, Agent Keller.”
“If you don’t mind me saying, I’ll fly you anywhere you want at any time.”
The look he gave her said one horny man. She didn’t have time for sex now, although her brain could have flown her there in an instant. She must direct her energy and focus on stopping the missiles from launching.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said, grabbed the keys to the Lincoln and headed out on her four-mile drive to the Missile Defense Agency.
The four-mile drive with a great GPS took only seven minutes. However, as she pulled in to the agency parking lot, a flash of light from a passing car blinded her. She hit the brake and skidded to a stop.
What the hell?
Her vision cleared. Whatever blinded her made her so irritated she wanted to hit something.
Focus on the task.
She pulled into the first available space as another flash inside her head and an audible clicking sound shutdown her ability to reason for a moment. When the trauma passed, she thought, I’ve disconnected from the lab and the sensors are deteriorating from lack of activity. Stay on mission. Kolb will not win.
She steadied herself, slipped out of the car, and looked for a doorway or a secret elevator. Finding none, she searched Major’s device for the Missile Defense Agency and found a diagram. “Good grief,” she said, unlocking the security door on the north side of the building. “This gadget opens anything.”
The map took her up a flight of stairs to a doorway marked Authorized Personnel Only. There was a place for the identification badge to slide in and a thumbprint. She took Major’s thumb out of her purse and pressed it in the reader. A greenish light flashed across the thumb several times. When the green light turned solid, she swiped the identification badge and opened the door.
Major wasn’t original. She found herself in a hallway identical to the one in The Klingerman Institute. She repeated the same track and came to a door. She fully expected to open the door and find a men’s restroom. When she did open it, she stopped short. Instead of a restroom, she discovered an observation hall overlooking the Missile Defense Complex. She viewed the heart of the operation through a one-way glass panel. Halfway down the walkway to the right was a door that led to a stairway down into the Missile Defense Complex itself. A banner on the far wall read, Welcome to the Asteroid Project.
She was about to pull out the gun Loomis gave her when a violent flash of light and horrible pain exploded in Peacock’s head. She screamed and collapsed to the floor unable to move. She whispered. “Fight! Kolb must not win.”
#
“I’ve arrived at the Center,” Van Meer said to Pendleton via cellphone. “Has Edmunds been sworn in?”
‘He’s taking the oath as we speak.”
“I haven’t seen a glimpse of your darling, Laverna.” He scanned the building cameras and the cameras at the entrance. “No one’s coming in or near the building.”
“And Professor Cline?”
“He’s at his desk and relaxed. The three technicians who work for him are going about their business as usual.” Van Meer cocked his head. “Did anyone hear that?”
“What?” a technician responded.
Van Meer looked toward the paneled glass around the ceiling. “I thought I heard a siren or something high pitched.”
“Don’t go imagining things, Hans,” Pendleton laughed and then whispered. “Edmunds has finished his swearing in. He’ll be heading to New York for tomorrow’s speech. I’ll be leaving as well.”
“Same plan—same schedule?”
“Yes, remember to synchronize your watch. The whole rollout depends on our working in unison.”



Chapter 19
 
Serge Latovsky’s aircraft lifted off the runway at 1:45a.m. Eastern Standard Time for its seven-hour flight to New York. Traveling with the newest technology and using the Arctic route cut two and a half hours off the former trip time. His informants told him Li Ziyang left Beijing at midnight taking the same flight path. The two men would enter the United Nations building at approximately the same time with Latovsky speaking first.
He would be over the Arctic Circle when the missiles fired. His people had suffered harshly from this prolonged conflict. He hoped Pendleton kept his word and the rockets reached their intended targets with the least amount of collateral damage to Russia as possible. He studied his speech prepared by his closest advisors and most proficient speechwriters. He would laud Pendleton’s goals and agree with the concept of a one-world government, in which he held an active role.
If Latovsky could manipulate Pendleton, eventually he hoped to elevate himself over the entire Eastern Europe and Western Asian Regions. As of takeoff, North Korea had launched no missiles. Latovsky drummed his fingers on the arm of his seat. What would Li Ziyang do about Korea? Ziyang wasn’t returning his calls.
Over an hour into his flight, his red phone rang, and he jerked up in his seat. The past week had drained his confidence. “Yes?”
“Serge, Arthur here.”
“I’m headed your direction. Is everything on schedule?”
“Edmunds has been sworn in as President of the United States. The Chinese have counseled the North Koreans. North Korea will hold off taking action until the United Nations meets. And, my man is in place at the Missile Defense Complex.”
“Are you sure about the North Koreans and the Chinese?”
“I heard it from Li Ziyang, himself.”
How did these two become such close friends? Li Ziyang hadn’t contacted Latovsky. A bad feeling caused him to wipe his brow.
“Stop worrying, Serge. Worry doesn’t become you. We’re minutes from changing the world.”
A click said Pendleton was gone. Sweat poured down Latovsky’s face. He had no facts to say otherwise. Nevertheless, the smell of betrayal filled his mind, and he couldn’t let that smell go.
#
The International Space Innovation Center teemed with activity. Eighty-four top-notch employees were primed to leap into action when Professor Cline flipped the switch at his desk. There were twenty-five missiles in each of thirty-five banks circling the earth. A team of two skilled technicians per bank poised ready to convert target locations and fire the missiles. The other teams positioned themselves to track the missiles to their targets by satellite and verify the hits.
Sir Jarvis Franks remained in the control room mesmerized by the proficiency of the talent assembled. Franks understood his weaknesses. People viewed him as odd. He was effective in a likeable—cartoonish sort of way, and he knew that’s how people viewed him. Underestimating him could ruin an enemy. Intelligent beyond the norm and loyal beyond the norm as well, Franks experience running MI6 made him invaluable to Pendleton and the future Global Realm.
“I’m on the phone with Cline,” the project leader shouted, his hand waving in the air. “Synchronize at two minutes at my signal. Now.”
Sir Jarvis marveled that his watch adjusted one tenth of a second and was precisely in tune with the master wall clock. 
We’re ready to go.
#
“Let’s discuss our moves from here,” Pendleton said as he disconnected from Oxfordshire.
His pilot and crew gathered around him. “A plane is waiting for Van Meer at Huntsville airport. If he has my wife with him, they will take off from Huntsville at five in the morning and meet us at our destination seven hours later. If not, Cline alone will be onboard. Van Meer will stay and track down Laverna.”
“When must I have things ready for take-off?” his pilot asked. 
“General Giamo cleared us out to depart Andrews at five as well.”
“Roger that.”
Pendleton slid into his limousine at the White House and settled back in his seat. He bowed his head. “Father, protect her. Heal her. Help me free her from the nightmare she’s in.”
His driver looked back at him with sadness in his eyes. “Are you hurting, Sir?”
“Terribly.”
“I’ve lived a long time, and I’ve learned a few things. The best advice I can give is that reality is never as bad as worry.”
I used to believe that.
The driver had never met Lovey. On a day Pendleton should be leaping for joy, he found no joy to celebrate. Precise strikes would eliminate the most dangerous threats in the old world. His organization was ready to announce the coming of the new world. But if he lost Lovey to death or insanity, only George would ever bring life to his heart again.
#
Anne Pendleton knew up from down. She knew east from west, and she definitely wasn’t traveling west. The British Airways charter she’d boarded, surrounded by members of the Sons of Tiw, was headed southeast at a rapid speed.
“I thought we were going to Boston. Isn’t Boston in a different direction?”
“You’ve never met me, Mrs. Pendleton, save for a second at Arthur’s wedding. My name’s Milton Rogers.” The gray-haired gentleman sitting next to her flashed a broad smile. 
She studied his face. “Yes, I remember you. I’ve seen you on the telly, right next to our prime minister.”
“Indeed, you’re right.” Rogers squeezed her hand and gave a sleeping George a gentle pat. “We wouldn’t harm you or Arthur’s boy for the world. No, we’re not going to Boston. I can’t tell you where we’re going. But we’re taking you to a safe, friendly place.”
“I hate mysteries.” She shook her finger at Rogers. “And life with my son is always a mystery of one kind or another.”
Rogers seemed to be an intelligent, thoughtful man, one who liked her son. She knew that likely millions would die in the coming weeks and she needed answers. 
“Milton. May I call you that?”
“Indeed, Madam.”
“To what end is all this politics and warfare heading? People are scared to death, and I’m one.”
“So as I understand it, Arthur’s been mum with his mum.”
Anne chuckled. “You’re quite right.” She eyed her new friend with interest.
“I took young Arthur Pendleton under my wing almost sixteen years ago now.” A grin of good memories brightened his eyes, and Anne found the grin endearing. “At first I educated him on how quickly the planet was disintegrating. Then he educated me on how only an enlightened dictator, despot, whatever one wants to call the person, could save the planet.”
Anne saddened. “Arthur’s bitten off more than he can chew, I’m afraid.”
“If anyone can save the planet, he can. He asked God if His Son’s hour was here and got no answer. So he moved himself.”
“What will he do?”
“Imagine a world where all men truly are treated equal and have an equal opportunity to be anything they want to be.” Rogers turned full face toward her. “Imagine a world with no money, no more irritating ads, no more political races, and no more wars. That is what your son aims to achieve. And I will help him do it.”
“What do you think about Laverna?” Anne asked. “Arthur’s dreams could turn sour without her.”
“She’s the most dangerous person on the planet. But I believe she will choose Arthur’s side in the end.” Rogers said. “Arthur and Laverna were made for each other, intelligent, bullheaded, and able to read each other’s emotions.”
“I like her. And I love my grandchild.”
Rogers rubbed her hand. “I’m turning sixty-nine next week. I’m giving up everything I’ve ever earned or worked for to follow Arthur Pendleton in his quest. May I have the honor of taking you to dinner when all the fuss settles down?”
Oh my. “I think that would be jolly. But you must promise me one thing.”
“And what is that?”
“We never mention my son.”



Chapter 20
 
Peacock’s eyes opened. She shook her head. She didn’t remember who or where she was. Her mind didn’t function in words. Her senses guided her and the emotions those senses evoked. Trembling, she envisioned explosions and fire. Flying creatures clawed at her, trying to keep her from performing her mission. She rolled onto her stomach and peered down into a military complex. She recognized the sign saying, “Welcome to the Asteroid Project.”
Her hands searched her body. She touched her weaponry, a .38 caliber revolver, three knives, two of which were bloody. She found chemical packets. A sense of self-preservation told her not to use them. Flying enemies lurked in the air around her, and she had to stop them from—she couldn’t recall what. Prepare for hand-to-hand warfare, she thought. Someone’s electronic handset lay on the floor where she’d fallen. She ignored the device.
Peacock glared at the people below her and attempted to understand what was going on twelve feet beneath her and across the complex. A man in a white lab jacket appeared to be answering the technician’s questions. He didn’t faze her. He didn’t pose a threat. She’d snip him like a twig. She kept her eye on another man standing in the far corner. He looked formidable. She sensed an equal and he looked familiar.
She noticed the man in the lab jacket glance under his desk, place his hand underneath, then pull his hand back out.
“That’s strange,” one of the technicians said.
“What,” the man replied.
“Maybe nothing, the missile code light blinked green just for a second.”
“Probably, an unexplained anomaly.”
“Sir, missile banks, 20 through 24 are rotating into firing positions.”
Missile banks! I must stop the missiles.
Peacock leaped to the door and pushed herself out of the area behind the one-way glass. She half-ran, half-slid, down toward the main floor, led by an animal rage bent on destroying her enemies.
“Cline, drop to the floor,” the formidable man yelled. He shot two of the technicians. The third reached for a red switch on the wall next to him, but his reach fell short as a bullet ripped through his back.
Running at full speed, Peacock slid to the front of the first console, hit the abort button, and shut it down.
The man called Cline yelled, “Van Meer, shoot her before she reaches the middle console.”
Van Meer raced to meet her, and she dove under his legs and tripped him. She rolled over the top of him as the name Van Meer rang in her head. The two exchanged several kicks and blows. This man was a warrior. Fighting came naturally, turns, rolls, tumbles across the floor. Neither of the two gained an advantage.
Her instincts screamed, “Stop the missiles from firing.”
She was about to throw herself against the middle console when the man named Van Meer shouted, “Laverna, Arthur has a surgeon waiting to help you.”
“Arthur . . .?”
She slammed against the middle console sending it crashing against a wall post. She bounced back around toward Van Meer. Then her mind exploded again and everything went black.
#
“What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?”
Hans Van Meer couldn’t believe his eyes. Professor Cline stood grinning, holding a baseball bat in his hand. “This one’s autographed by the Miami Marlins.”
Van Meer dropped to his knees. He waved the pompous Thaddeus Cline away and examined the impact area on Laverna’s skull. Cline had struck Laverna square on her implant scar. “God help us.” Van Meer felt her pulse strengthen. She groaned. Her heartbeat stronger—An Amazing woman.
“What are you doing?” Cline asked. “Leave her here.”
“This is Pendleton’s wife, you idiot. My orders are to take her with us.”
Laverna groaned again and opened her eyes.
“Help me pull her up.”
“Are we leaving now?”
“Yes.”
“One moment.” Cline rushed back to his desk and flipped on a different switch under his console. Then he helped Van Meer pull Laverna to her feet.
“Can you walk?’ Van Meer asked her.
She wobbled zombie-like. Her eyes stared blankly, open but not responding to her surroundings.
“We have to leave, Professor. How many others must I disable to get us out?”
“Trust me. None.” Using his visual scanner and thumbprint, Cline opened the lab door and looked around. “It’s not six o’clock yet. Come on through. The sensor will do some irritating beeping. That red light will flash, but no one will see or hear either until we’re far away.”
Van Meer and Cline helped Laverna stumble out of the building and crawl into the backseat of Van Meer’s car. Then Van Meer called Pendleton.
“Yes.”
“All bloody hell broke loose. Your wife showed up as the missiles fired off. I’ve got her with me.”
“Is she all right?”
“Get your priorities straight, Arthur,” Van Meer screamed. “She made a bloody mess of the lab, me, and herself. No, she’s not all right. First, she’s taken a blow right on that infernal implant. I’d say physically she’ll recover. Mentally, I don’t think there’s much chance.”
“I’ve got a medical team standing by to operate on her. They’re the only team capable to my knowledge. So don’t speculate with me about her chances.”
He’s blind when it comes to the bitch. Bloody blind!
“Put Cline on the phone.”
Van Meer winced at Pendleton’s tone and clicked on his Bluetooth connection.
“Cline here.”
“What’s your assessment of our success?”
“You’ll have to check with Franks to be sure, but I’d say the first four banks fired on time and precise. After that, I’m sure several banks fired. However, your wife arrived and shutdown at least one console mid-operation. I don’t know how they fared at all.”
“What about the other bank, particularly number four?”
“All’s well.”
“Let me talk to Hans.”
“I’m on, Arthur.”
“How did she hurt her head?”
“She got into the center, passed security, and was upon us right after the first missile banks fired off. She and I were hand in hand when she leaped to shut down the middle bank. Cline hit her with a baseball bat.”
As he pulled in where his aircraft was waiting, Van Meer said, “We’re almost to the plane. We’ll be there in seven hours. Are you holding up all right?”
“No, I’m not all right. Bring Lovey to me. Now I’ve got to talk to Franks.” Pendleton hung up.
“Touchy fellow,” Cline mumbled.
Van Meer did not reply.
#
Pendleton’s aircraft reached its cruising altitude of 30,000 feet. Calling Franks ranked first on his list of priorities, but he couldn’t speak to Franks just yet. His Lovey was in dire trouble, and he couldn’t help her. 
She’s fooled you.
No, she hasn’t. She’s the victim. She reached out for help and I’m helping her.
Nothing was more important in his life than Lovey was. What good would changing the world be without Lovey by his side? Nevertheless, her wellbeing was out of his control. Damn Cline, what if her brain hemorrhaged? Levi and his team could remove the implant, but they were a seven hour flight way.
This grand adventure, manipulating world powers to gain the authority to make changes, had already cost him the services of trusted friends and skilled protectors. Morgan and Dunn, the first team sent to assassinate Monroe, Lytle, though he didn’t know him personally, who Lovey killed on the beach near Malibu, and now Reed.
Maybe his words to Thomas were too harsh. Reed had been the best, but Laverna had been better. He shouldn’t have faulted Reed, but that didn’t matter now. Reed was gone. He still had Van Meer, Milton Rogers, and his new world-governing team. If the missile strikes did their job, the world was his.
Once at cruising altitude, he dialed Franks.
“Sir, I’m sorry,” Franks gasped. “We’re in the midst right now. I’ll have to ring you back.”
“Well bloody hell,” Pendleton screamed, but Franks was gone.
#
A few moments before Pendleton’s call, Franks thought things were going swimmingly.
“Satellite verifies direct hit for Bank 4, Missile 12.”
Franks marked the strike with his computer program simultaneous to the data showing up on the main console in the control room.
“I’ve got another no fire from Bank 17. Missile 3 didn’t launch and we missed the code window.”
A pattern was forming that Franks disliked. Per priority, all missiles aimed at China and the first third targeting Russian cities, a hundred and seventy-five in all, were recoded, fired at new locations, and hit their preselected targets. However, in the middle of firing those banks, the signals from the Missile Defense Agency abruptly stopped.
One hundred and twenty-five missiles did not fire, all originally aimed at Russia. The controllers working those banks called back-up technical support to no avail. While the other two missile banks continued to aim and fire per plan.
Someone shouted. “What the blooming hell? It’s happening again.”
The Program Director ran by him yelling, “The bloody banks shutdown mid-cycle on grouping two. We’ve got over eighty shot off to God knows where.”
Franks flexed his fingers, his breathing shallow and rapid. Once a missile fired, they couldn’t redirect with the technology they possessed. All he could do was to busy himself recording the results. If China or Russia were hit by just one rogue missile, things could turn nuclear.
The third grouping activated and the first eighty-one missiles recoded, fired at new locations, and hit their targets. Then those banks shutdown as well and all communications ceased.
“Help us here,” a project leader yelled to Franks. “Check your data with ours.”
Franks check his numbers with theirs. “Yes, I agree. Three hundred and sixteen were flawless per our plan. All the Missile banks shut down before four hundred and fifty-nine even fired. I have eighty-one missiles fired before completing their code change. Where in the hell did they land?”
Franks’ cellphone vibrated. This was a God-awful time for Pendleton to call.
“Sir, I’m sorry,” Franks gasped. “We’re in the midst right now. I’ll have to ring you back.”
“Satellites are pinpointing locations. We’ll have a schematic in a moment,” the project leader said.
“Where were the targets locations originally?”
“They were aimed at Iraq and Iran, mainly weapons manufacturing areas.” The project manager hesitated. “We’ve got the schematic now. Well, the missiles shifted locations eastward, and with no specific targets, piled into an area near and into Islamabad.”
  Pakistan! Not at all good news with all the turmoil going on there, but there was hope. “Did the missiles targeting Pakistan’s nuclear facilities hit their targets?”
“Hold on. Yes, they did.”
“Bloody good luck.”



Chapter 21
 
al-Sistani gazed up from his rooftop vantage point, as his body slumped. The horrid glows of rockets exploding on targets containing chemicals lit the eastern sky like an aurora of flames. The Islamic world erupted in fire while he could do nothing. His wives comforted him with their tears. His sons wailed and rocked on their knees—all to no avail.
Most means of communication in his area had shut down an hour ago. He had nothing but a battery operated two-way radio system he and his followers set up. According to the chatter, Islamabad no longer existed. Pakistan and India’s nuclear-weapons facilities vaporized where they sat. Only one piece of information reached him from North Korea. 
From offshore near the western coast nothing moves—no lights, no sounds, and no wind.
Unlike in Teheran, in southeastern Iran the electric power still operated. With Iraq, Syria, and the border with Jordan aflame, over half the population of the Muslim world was under siege. Still, “Allah Akbar,” escaped his lips.
He rose to his feet and waved to his family to join him inside the house. Once settled comfortable in their living quarters, he said, “Islam will survive today. We will survive today. While there is life and breath, this family will never bow to the infidels. I need time to think. Those loyal to us who still have a heart wait only for instructions from me. Now is the time for planning. Pendleton and this Global Realm will not remain in power forever.”
#
Sir Jarvis Franks’ spirits rose. The advance of Russian forces toward Israel stopped abruptly when United States missiles struck the Tomb of the Patriarch’s in Hebron and the Israeli Nuclear Command Center. Wailing filled the streets of Jerusalem. Authorities begged for calm. At approximately the same time, four rockets exploded—two each in Gaza City and Ramallah—destroying fifty square miles of populated land.
 Damascus burned. Jordan escaped unscathed, as did Saudi Arabia. The eyes of the new Global Realm had been on the world’s most ruthless dictators for months. Having pinpointed their enemy’s exact locations, the rockets from the first bank fired destroyed the worst of the world’s dictators. Projected opposition during the aftermath dwindled in numbers.
That should please the powers that be.
#
Pendleton hung up the phone after Sir Jarvis finally called him back. He bowed his head and thanked God. The critical part of the missile deployment succeeded. As of now, his organization ran the world.
He felt like talking, but his trusted advisers were on other assignments. He wouldn’t see Van Meer or Rogers until he reached the Widder Hotel where he would deliver his first speech to the Global Realm. He waved over the steward, a man named Duarte.
“Fix me a Vodka Martini on the rocks and give me a moment of your time.”
“Anything you ask, Mister Pendleton.”
“Call me, Arthur.”
“As you wish, Sir, you are now Arthur to me.”
“Where are you from, Duarte?” Pendleton asked, now sipping his drink.
“I’m from San Salvador, not the city, the country. My family name is prominent there. I’m fortunate. My people are better off than those in most of Central and South America.”
“This will change when the Global Realm takes power.” Pendleton relaxed as Duarte slipped into the seat across from him. “Do you know what’s happening right now?”
“No, I have no idea.”
“The whole order of the world economy and social structure is being radically altered—by force, but for the good of humanity.”
Only a quizzical expression greeted Pendleton. “I know war is looming worldwide. Everyone is fearful.”
Pendleton waved his hand dismissively. “The war is over. Those living have nothing to fear, if they cooperate with the Global Realm. Have you studied Maslow?”
“Yes, at the university. I fear self-actualization turns individuals into prideful snobs. The world’s technical advancements exceed humanity’s social advancement. We’re killing ourselves and our planet.”
Here was a man Pendleton could admire. To find him as a steward on his personal aircraft meant Duarte’s thinking agreed with The Sons of Tiw. “Precisely correct, my friend. Without a significant, world-altering event, our planet is doomed.”
Pendleton took another sip and cleared his throat. “Those who oppose the brotherhood of men have been dealt a critical blow. On Maslow pyramid, the physiological needs of those people are in dire lack. The Global Realm will supply those needs, food, water, shelter, a restful night’s sleep in exchange for their loyalty.”
“To everyone?”
“To everyone who joins us, the others will live apart from us if they choose as long as they don’t break our laws.”
“As I recall,” Duarte said. “Establishing this government also provides safety and security. So men can work on their self-esteem.”
“Yes and no,” Pendleton answered. “I prefer the term self-respect within human society. Maslow felt self-respect to be more important than self-esteem, but he accepted the premise. I frown on the pride the word esteem brings. The Global Realm will not tolerate elevating one’s self. Accomplishment will enlighten the individual, but not bring him popularity.”
 “Are you creating a beehive-like society?”
Pendleton sucked in air. Would people view the Global Realm as a beehive? No, impossible, “In a beehive there is no capability to achieve other than what you are born to be. A drone is a drone is a drone.”
Duarte nodded. “So, each person can become what he sets his mind on becoming?”
“Well, now you get into genetics. When God made Adam, every possible combination of talent dwelt inside him. However, after the Fall, genetics shuffled the cards. The Global Realm will encourage people to achieve to their genetic capabilities. And reward them for doing so, regardless of what those capabilities are.”
“Okay,” Duarte said. “But Maslow states self-actualization is the highest level of achievement for any individual, reaching one’s full potential for one’s self.”
“And Maslow is wrong. God is a social being. Humanity is a social creation. The highest achievement for an individual is melding self-actualization with species needs. Achieving for the good of us all, not for ourselves. Imagine a world free of greed, ego, and pride. Imagine people striving to advance humanity into our next level of adaptation.”
“Is this why other forms of government failed, because they failed to advance all humanity?”
“Put simply, yes.” Pendleton inhaled a long breath of air and leaned toward Duarte. “Capitalism advanced industrial growth in its infancy, but soon gave way to blatant greed. Socialism created a near welfare condition where the vast number of the populace settled for average to below average performance and demanded the government provide for them.”
“A little harsh.”
“Not at all—and communism and military dictatorships proved disastrous.” Pendleton grasped Duarte’s hand. “Democracy doesn’t work. Factions with individual interests divide nations and create stalemates. The individual citizen is clueless about what is good for their nation, because they haven’t received the proper education on the Global facts. But this will change. This in fact has changed tonight.”
The bell rang at the front of the plane.
“The captain is calling you,” Pendleton sighed, reluctant to lose a willing listener.
Duarte rose. “Good luck, Arthur.”
“One question,” Pendleton said. “Where did you receive your degree?”
“The University de San Palo.”
“Outstanding, I shall watch your progress.”
“But I am content, Arthur, content to serve those who charter this plane.”
“Consider this plane a part of the Global Realm’s fleet.” Pendleton smiled. “In essence, you work for me, and I will watch your progress.”



Chapter 22
 
Anne Pendleton stepped out of her limousine. A valet drove the vehicle away from the Widder Hotel in Zurich. She almost tripped on the series of cords the video equipment crews were setting up. Milton Rogers steadied her.
“What’s all the fuss?” she asked, carrying little George and negotiating her way into the hotel lobby.
“Your son will arrive here shortly. He’ll speak to the world from the Widder Saal.” Rogers put his finger to his lips. “Don’t mention that to anyone. The media is expecting the President of the Swiss Federal Council to address the nation on the world situation.”
“Mum’s the word.” Anne rode the elevator up to her room to find four female attendants, handpicked by Rogers in advance, there to help with George and assist with settling her in. The room greeted her with warm autumn colors of burnt orange and rust. The comfortable king-size bed with a rose placed across the flowered bedspread looked larger than any bed she’d ever slept in. The room smelled of fresh cut flowers, small red roses and yellow tulips.
She took a startled look out at the beautiful City of Zurich and realized she could get used to opulence. However, when she turned the television on and tuned in the BBC, the shock of the scenes flashing across the screen dropped her into the nearest chair.
“At latest count,” a reporter said. “Fifty regimes around the world have been crippled by direct strikes against their government buildings, military complexes, and the residences of the leaders themselves. Besides Iran, Iraq, and Turkmenistan already engulfed in war, Israel, Myanmar, Malawi, Venezuela, Indonesia, and most devastatingly, North Korea and Pakistan have been hit with precise strikes.”
My God, the world’s gone mad.

Her son created this massive conflict, and knowing him, he had no regrets. Her only hope as a mother was that he was right, and he would prove he was right. Nonetheless, he’d played God here, and he wasn’t God.
She tried other channels, but only the BBC broadcast came through.
The pictures coming in showed surgical type attacks. Five blocks of a major city lay in rubble, while the rest of the city remained untouched.
“Eighteen heads of state have been reported dead,” the reporter said. “In North Korea, over forty missiles leveled key targets in Pyongyang and four major nuclear missile facilities. An unverified report from Beijing said three North Korean nuclear missiles had been fired before their locations were destroyed, but those missiles were shot down by the Chinese.”
Anne hugged little George in her arms as he cried from the fatigue of travel and hunger. “Go ahead and cry, little one,” she said. “You have the right, considering the family into which you were born.”
#
While awaiting the results of Kolb’s surgery, Ursa grabbed the television controls and increased the volume. Then the door to the family waiting room burst open. Four armed men wearing black uniforms with an insignia of an olive branch in the mouth of a dove on their shoulders cornered him. One intruder shouted, “Follow us, please.”
“I’m waiting for a friend who is in surgery.”
“Doctor Kolb’s surgery is aborted. You will come with us.”
The Sons of Tiw were now recognizable as part of the Global Realm armed forces. Their symbol next to the Global Realm insignia said they undoubtedly had targeted him. “So Pendleton sent you.”
“Actually, General Giamo has an aircraft waiting. The United States military is now following the orders of President Edmunds and the new head of the Global Realm. Please come peaceably.”
As Ursa left the hospital with his escort, he noticed the presence of military personnel on every corner in Washington all wearing the new uniforms. As the Hummer he rode in approached Andrews Air Force base, military aircraft were lined up to be painted with the emblem of the olive branch and the dove on the pilot’s side right below the windshield.
Pendleton’s people worked fast, and their numbers astounded Ursa. He boarded an E-3 Sentry, Command and Control aircraft, already painted with Pendleton’s symbol. Several familiar associates, all comfortably seated, greeted him. Surrounding them all were Pendleton’s military personnel.
“Please feel free to check out the accommodations after we’ve reached cruising altitude,” their group leader said.
Around him in a large lounge area were, Magnus, who was nursing a sore neck, Felicia Lange, Carna, and Polaris, all belted into their seats. Polaris’s wheelchair was stowed and strapped against the wall.
“You’ll find they have Kolb being treated by a nurse behind the far curtained off area in the back,” Magnus said. “I believe they will serve cocktails in flight.”
“Please keep your seatbelts fasten for your trip to Zurich,” a stewardess said. “Our flying time will be approximately six hours and four minutes.”
Zurich? Why are we going to Zurich?
A small, dark-haired man with a well-trimmed moustache stepped into Ursa’s compartment after their craft reached cruising altitude. “I’m the former head of Kuwait’s Ministry of Justice, Farouk Abdullah. I will head up the criminal justice section for the new government.”
Ursa sized this man up. Physically unimposing, soft-spoken, his hands had no calluses. Magnus could easily overpower him. However, what was the point? He couldn’t overpower the thirty or so Global Realm military on the aircraft.
“Arthur Pendleton, First Citizen of the Global Realm, welcomes you aboard.”
“Why does a welcome include so many armed guards?”
“Would you have come otherwise?”
“You have a point.”
Abdullah waved two military men out of his section of the cabin. “You can be friends of the Global Realm or enemies. Pendleton hopes you will become friends. Before you react negatively, consider this. You’ve used everything at your disposal to stop him and failed.”
“He’s right on that point,” Polaris said. “Peacock performed with skill.”
“More than you know. Even with the implant, she broke free long enough to keep almost five hundred missiles from firing at targets we’d preselected. Still, the missiles that did fire were sufficient.”
The heaviness of defeat struck Ursa. Yet he also felt pride in that, for whatever reason, Peacock again disrupted the enemy’s plans. He worried about her even though she’d broken his nose, which had been easily reset. Peacock’s implant had long-term effects impossible to predict.
Abdullah slid into a seat as the flight hit some turbulence. “We have the skills to help your Doctor Kolb. In a few more hours, the major conflicts will have ended and only the minor skirmishes will remain.”
“Why didn’t Pendleton have us arrested and executed?”
Abdullah smiled, not a warm smile, one that held an unseen smirk. “He considered doing that very thing. Converting your enemy into your friend, if possible, is a wiser approach. I’ll allow him to go into the details.”
“The devastation being shown on television doesn’t represent an olive branch and a dove.”
 A softening of Abdullah’s face told Ursa the man had a soul. “I regret the necessity of so much destruction,” Abdullah said. “I regretted the loss of innocent lives in Afghanistan, Iraq, Kuwait, and Chechnya. I regretted the loss of innocent lives in Bosnia, Kosovo, Libya, Syria and in the riots by misguided people looking for a freedom that could never be achieved.”
He wiped his brow. “I’ve suffered personal loss from these conflicts. Nonetheless, our goal has a higher purpose. Greed must stop. The eroding of our planet must stop. Religious fanaticism must cease. Only then will mankind reach its potential.”
He pointed a finger at Ursa. “The Golden Temple of Amritsar in Punjab gone. The Fatima Masumeh Shrine destroyed. The Mosque of the Prophet in Medina and the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron blown into oblivion, other intended strikes at religious targets never fired.”
“The whole world will riot against him,” Ursa sighed.
“Not for long when they realize money is worthless, and everything they need to survive and prosper will be provided by us.”
“That’s not possible.”
“Oh yes. It is possible. Pendleton and our teams have been preparing for over a decade for today.”
Polaris raised his hand. “Mind if I summarize and ask a question?”
“No,” both Abdullah and Ursa answered simultaneously.
“We’ve been rounded up, put on a plane, and are being flown to Zurich because Pendleton wants to make nice? At least that’s what I’m hearing.”
Ursa cringed at his bluntness, but he wanted that question answered as well.
Abdullah cocked his head. “Pendleton wants to make nice? No, he wants to make you useful in the Global Realm. You’ve proven yourselves more than capable, better than any Son of Tiw sent against you, save Hans Van Meer. Until you’ve taken your skills qualification exam, I can’t promise anything. But your performance says you’ll ace it.”



Chapter 23
 
“Are you sure we’ll land in Zurich before noon in New York?”
Van Meer was ready to smack the cocky Professor Cline, but held back his hand. Maybe he’d slip nicotine into his Diet Cola, as Pendleton had done to his former boss at the WFC, Eric Throgmorton.
“For the thousandth time, Thad. Yes.”
“I’m sorry to be a pest, but it’s important to our mission. Edmunds should be in the middle of his speech by now.”
“So?”
Cline looked like a kid who hid the last piece of pizza under his bed and didn’t want anyone to find it. He knows something I don’t.
A nurse stuck her head out of the area where they held Peacock and whispered, “She’s waking up.”
Van Meer hesitated. Should he push Cline to tell him what was going on, or check on Pendleton’s gorilla-warrior wife. He carefully headed down the aisle to the curtain, pushed it aside, and followed the nurse to where Peacock fought the restraints that held her down.
“Who am I?” he asked her.
She yanked at the straps and ignored the question. One of the straps popped loose.
“Sedate her,” Van Meer said.
The nurse who’d called for him attempted to inject her. But Peacock grabbed her wrist with the hand she’d just freed, slammed the nurse’s arm down against the cart Peacock lay on, throwing her to the floor, her wrist dangling loosely from her arm.
Van Meer restrained Peacock with a chokehold while a second nurse injected her, and Peacock relaxed and went limp.
Van Meer mused aloud. “Where in the world is the soil rich enough to produce a woman like this?”
If she was awake, she was a threat. Even if whoever was going to operate on her brain succeeded, Van Meer didn’t want to be in the room when she woke up. 
“Keep her comfortable. We’ll be landing in an hour.” 
“I’ll get some ice on her wrist,” she said, pointing at her friend who was on the floor groaning and unable to stand.
“Knock her out and secure her in her seat for landing. An ambulance will be at the airport to take her to University Hospital in Zurich.” Van Meer examined the woman’s wrist. “I doubt she’ll ever use her hand again.”
He stepped back through the curtain and approached Cline. “Why are you so concerned with the time, Thad?”
“I can’t tell you. It’s a secret between Arthur Pendleton and me.” 
Van Meer lowered his eyebrows and put on his meanest glare. 
“Sorry,” Cline said. “I simply can’t tell you.”
Van Meer didn’t like to be the one without the information, but he knew Pendleton. If Pendleton instructed Cline not to tell, he wouldn’t. Van Meer dropped the issue.
“Latovsky’s up in five minutes.” Van Meer turned on the BBC as President Edmunds was wrapping up his speech.
“So I urge everyone here to give the concept of a one-world government a decade to form, and let us evaluate its benefits.” Edmunds sounded as though he was running for political office. “I will speak to First Citizen Pendleton about placing checks and balances on the Global Realm’s decisions by veto power in the United Nations. In ten years, we will eliminate nations altogether. Thank you.”
Hum, Pendleton wouldn’t like Edmunds’ statement at all. Pendleton did not intend to phase in Global Realm control over ten years, and he certainly wasn’t giving anybody veto power. Van Meer sat down and refastened his seatbelt. Latovsky sounded even more pompous than Edmunds had when he stepped up to speak. Pendleton couldn’t be happy with these speeches, not happy at all.
#
Pendleton rushed to the elevator of the Widder Hotel to check on the wellbeing of his mum and his son before addressing the nations. He exited and found his family’s suite. “Knock, knock, Daddy’s here.”
The door swung open and Anne Pendleton embraced her son. “Truly Arthur, I hope it’s finally over.”
“Almost Mum, only a few loose ends.”
“You’ve destroyed millions, Arthur. I’d hate to be one of those few loose ends.”
“It’s for the greater good, Mum. The fossil fuel age ends with the formation of the Global Realm. We’ll reduce air traffic by eighty-five percent. Our target goal is two percent of pre-Global Realm usage.” The smirk on her face sent chills down his spine. “I know you’re skeptical, Mum, But our scientists will make wonderful advances in technology. So grand, I can predict the following with confidence. In five years, both a tunnel and a three-span bridge will connect Siberia and Alaska. We will remove the need for massive ocean transportation further reducing the pollution of the seas.”
“I’ve been watching the telly.” She huffed up to him. “All those windbags are talking about a window of ten years to convert to your plan. That fellow, Latovsky, is still threatening Israel. He claims you are with him in that endeavor. But he acts as if he’s the one in charge. How do you suppose to rule these idiots?”
He loved his mother, but he’d become frustrated trying to explain his plans to her. “In less than an hour, all will be settled. Now where’s my baby boy?”
Anne pointed to a bedroom door and said, “Knock first. Milton sent help in the form of two capable nannies. They’re in the bedroom with George.”
The way she said the name, Milton, caused Pendleton to cock his head. Hum, a possible attraction between the two? Well, good for them if there was. He knocked at the door of his son’s room and a matronly woman escorted him in with a broad, toothy smile.
“He’s a bit fussy, Sir,” she said. “I’ll bet a little time with his daddy will change that.”
Pendleton pulled his son gently up and out of his crib and rocked him in his arms. He could see his wife’s features in his heir. The boy inherited the best traits from both of them. George fell straight to sleep as Pendleton held him.
“You’re a potion, like sleepy dust,” the woman said.
Lovey’s plane should be landing about now. Van Meer had instructions to deliver her to University Hospital where Doctor Levi and his team were waiting. Kolb’s plane would follow. Doctor Levi would tend to Kolb as well. Ursa and Lovey’s former partners would be his guests later.
He had no more time to spend with George. Today would bring to a climax his crowning achievement to date. He handed his son back to the nanny and left the bedroom.
“Sorry Mum. I have to run. To be sure you catch my speech, stay tuned to the BBC.”
“Pray tell where else could I go?”
Pendleton headed out into the hall and dialed his cell as he waited for the elevator.
“Yes,” Sir Jarvis Franks said.
“Are you ready for the final stage?”
“If the missile bank will fire, we’re ready from our end. But who’s on the other side?”
“Never mind, did your team get the appropriate rest?”
“Most caught four to five hours sleep. I dozed off for three, and then catnapped a bit.”
“Sir Jarvis, I compliment you in advance. This will be the last day I’ll call you Sir.”
#
President Edmunds basked in the attention of the media and the spotlight of the moment, as Russian President Latovsky finished his speech and descended the steps on the right side of the main platform to join Edmunds. Both Hui Ming and Li Ziyang rose as Latovsky sat. Then Ming sat back down, and Ziyang strode to the platform to speak.
“How soon before Pendleton is to arrive?” Edmunds asked his aide, who was waiting outside the building by the East River.
“I’ve been told within the next ten minutes.”
“We’re running behind. Latovsky went over by fifteen minutes. I was five minutes longer than I should have been. Pendleton isn’t going to like waiting.”
“He’ll have no problem once he clears the traffic at East 34th. Global Realm personnel have cleared the area from the Park Avenue Tunnel to the East River and four square blocks on either side.”
Edmunds chuckled. “He’s getting the sweats now that he’s the one in the firing line.”
Edmunds hung up and tuned in on Ziyang’s translator. Ziyang, also, advocated a ten-year transition time and negotiations with Pendleton before the Global Realm took over completely. As for himself, Edmunds still had powerful friends. If he didn’t achieve the power he wanted within the new government, he could sabotage progress as easily as support it.
He glanced at his watch. Unless Pendleton had been delayed tending to his wife at Boston General, he should arrive at any minute. What would he say to appease the world?



Chapter 24
 
“Five minutes,” Milton Rogers called out, as Pendleton peered out through a crack in the curtain to see only the BBC set-up, waiting for the proceedings to start. Since only the BBC and the Al-Jazeera networks were operational, Pendleton instructed Rogers. “Place a call to BBC headquarters and have them order all major world networks to hook into their satellite feed.”
Rogers disappeared to handle his assignment.
With a deep breath, Pendleton contacted Professor Cline. 
“Cline here. Arthur, is this you?”
“Go in two minutes. I’ll not be in touch again.”
Rogers hurried back grinning as if he’d mooned the Queen. “Talk about stunned. You have the BBC and the former major networks hopping. They were all waiting for you to show up at the United Nations.”
“Good. Bring in my guests.”
#
Professor Thaddeus Cline’s finger hesitated over his mobile app for triggering Bank 17 Missile 3. The world he knew would soon be gone. He sighed. That wasn’t a bad thing. He pressed the button and dialed Sir Jarvis Franks.
“Bank 17 Missile 3,” Cline said, and hung up.
#
“Where the hell is Pendleton?” Edmunds grunted, as Li Ziyang strutted off the platform. He could see the video feeds switching to Stand By on all major stations. Edmunds picked up his phone and raised it to his ear.
“Codman, what’s going on outside?”
“Global Realm forces have cleared everyone from Grand Central Station and Fourth to 38th Street on my left and 50th on my right. They’ve been building to building getting people out.”
An eerie shiver raced up Edmunds spine, but before he could scream, “Run,” his world ended.
#
A ball of flame and a cloud of concrete and metal soared into the air over the skyline of Manhattan. From his view on satellite in Oxfordshire, Sir Jarvis Franks along with his team cheered and popped the corks on several champagne bottles, as the United Nations building vanished. Nothing remained over five-square blocks.
Large plumes of water rose from the East River as debris crashed down to the amazement of the world. The Global Realm assumed power.
#
From inside the Widder Saal event room, Pendleton’s grin broadened as the New York landscape exploded, engulfing the United Nations building and the world leaders gathered there. One by one, all major global networks connected their feed to Zurich through the BBC. Milton Rogers signaled the cameras to take in the combination of old and new that made up the Widder Saal event room. Pendleton studied the path the viewers followed as crews scanned the parquet flooring up to the wood paneling that was spaced to highlight the original stone walls.
The room, well able to hold two hundred guests comfortably, was empty, except for the broadcast crews and the Global Realm guards stationed at the elevators and entries to Augustinergasse and Rennweg. Cameras focused in several times on the guards’ uniforms with the olive branch and the dove insignia.
A pre-recorded voice announced, “Citizens of the Global Realm, you have witness the end of the corrupt world system you were born into. Today is the dawn of a New World Order—a unity of equals for the good of all Mankind.”
The cameras’ attention turned to the five distinguished gentlemen taking their seats behind an empty podium. A shaken BBC announcer read Roger’s pre-written statement regarding the individuals assembled in Zurich.
“In a moment, Global Broadcasting will introduce the First Citizen of the Global Realm, Arthur Pendleton. Seated onstage are the members of the Global Realm unified military command, led by the former Chancellor of the Exchequer of Great Britain, Milton Rogers, center. On his left is General Marco Giamo, former head of the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff, and former Chairman of NATO’s Military Committee, Vito Costello. To Roger’s right is General Pavel Sakharov, former head of Military Defense of the Russian Federation and General Tzu Chui, former Central Military Commission Headquarters Chief for the People’s Republic of China.”
Pendleton moistened his lips and shook his hands, relaxing all the muscles in his neck and shoulders. His charcoal grey business suit and red tie clipped with a tiepin on an immaculate white shirt gave him the presidential look he wanted. The military might of the four major world powers united behind him—an undertaking accomplished because of the corrupt incompetence of the political leaders of their respective countries.
He nodded and the “Ode to the Common Man,” the theme he’d picked as the Globe Realm’s anthem, resounded across the world. 
Behind the military, a royal purple curtain pulled open, and a confident Arthur Pendleton smiled and waved his hand as though he were greeting the crowds at Wimbledon. He maintained a brisk pace up to the podium, paused ever so briefly, and said, “Future citizens of the Global Realm, you have been deceived for centuries by thinking Mankind is capable of ruling itself. Impossible, the way the world is presently structured.”
Pendleton quietly counted backwards from five. “One of every four workers earns less than a dollar a day. Fifty-million fellow humans die of hunger each year, eighteen percent of them children.”
He counted backward again, knowing important information needed time to sink in. “Yet, the ability to produce nutrients worldwide increased by sixteen percent over the last five years. Why are people starving? There are three reasons. He raised a finger. “Greed—governments and wealthy profiteers hoard food for themselves.” A second finger went up. “Global warming—millions of people live in areas where, because of the climate changes, they can’t produce enough to meet their needs.” A third finger went up, “Distribution and Logistics—greed and profiteering makes transporting and delivering the needed vitals of life from one corner of the globe to another nearly impossible. Once supplies arrive, corrupt governments take far more than they need, leaving the hungry hungrier.”
He lowered his brow and frowned. “Your lives will change radically by necessity. We don’t have time to seek everyone’s approval. Yet I promise you this. Join us peaceably and you will prosper. Attack us and you will die.”
A series of eighty-plus pictures of missile strikes hitting government and military targets around the globe ran over the feed for almost three minutes. Then Pendleton said, “The recent attacks on the United Nations and greedy dictatorships around the world have eliminated the former egotistical world rulers. As of this moment, the monetary system worldwide ceases to exist. The Global Realm will rush food and clean water to all persons who join us in locations where food and water is scarce.”
He turned and pointed behind him. “The combined military of the former People’s Republic of China, Russia, the United States, and Europe now temporarily report to my second-in-command, Milton Rogers. They, and all trained law enforcement agents, will provide humane protection only to the citizens of the Global Realm.”
Pendleton wiped his forehead. “Over the next three months, your Global Realm leadership will embark on three major endeavors, and we will require your cooperation. A worldwide cleanup of our environment begins immediately—first in your local neighborhoods and then working outward. Unless you have a vital skill, such as a doctor, nurse, or provider of utility services, you will clean up our planet. A list of instructions will be broadcast one hour from now on this channel.”
He could see hundreds of Swiss standing outside, pushing to catch a glimpse of him at the podium.
“Second, during the cleanup, all weapons and illegal drugs must be turned over to authorities. This is a one-time offer. After the thirty-day period, if you are discovered to be in possession of arms and/or drugs, you will be placed in a secure prison for ten years with no chance of parole.” He smiled self-assured. “No exceptions. Your safety depends on your compliance. Non-citizens will experience a worse fate.”
He glanced at his watch. He needed to be with Lovey when they operated on her. “Finally, within the next thirty days a series of mandatory tests will be administered. These tests will give each individual citizen, and the government, a baseline of your talents, interests, and motivations to achieve. You will determine what happens to you under the new system by the results of these tests and your efforts to improve on them going forward. Before testing, you will be photographed, fingerprinted, assigned a citizen number, and a Global identification card.”
There was no way to avoid unpleasantness. Truth was truth, unpleasant or not. “Face it. Why did the wealthy need three cars? Why did a third of the world consume more food than they needed while the other seventy percent suffered? Greed equals thinking about yourself first. Mankind must think about Mankind as a whole and stop the self-centeredness.”
Now to test their open-mindedness. 
“The human race came from one female and one male. Both the Bible and Science believe there was an Eve. Humanity started when Eve gave birth. Therefore, we are all related. That some of us inherited an IQ of 150 and others are able to lift 300 pounds is a factor of genetics. The point is whatever gifts you have use them for the advancement of humanity, not personal gain. We must think us, not me.”
He pursed his lips. “Instead of millions of automobiles, our communities will be walkable in a decade. Everything from healthcare to education, recreation, and occupation will be reach on foot. If there is no need for cars, then there is no need for roads. Instead, high-speed rail will move people and materials across the continents.”
Pendleton gave a fatherly smile and said, “Over eleven years ago, the World Financial Corporation realized if we didn’t stop ruining our planet, we would have no planet. The government we are establishing is the only hope for the world. Pray for me and for the team I’ve assembled. If we don’t solve the world’s troubles now, life as we know it on this planet will cease to exist in less than a hundred years. If we succeed, this planet will thrive for millenniums to come. Thank you.”
The live feed from the Widder Saal ended. A pre-recorded documentary of The Pendleton Plan played worldwide. Focusing on the vision of the new government, the broadcast would educate people on the objectives for the future.
Pendleton shook hands with the team he’d assembled. “We’ve come a long way, and I appreciate your cooperation.”
“And we know for a fact the United Nations building was destroyed?” General Sakharov asked.
“Quite so,” Milton Rogers answered. “We’ve had the satellite feed running throughout the hotel. Within the number of photos shown during Arthur’s broadcast were four pictures of the crater.”
“Eliminating the politicians eases my worries.”
Pendleton understood Sakharov’s concerns. Failure would make him a target in his homeland. Sakharov needn’t fear. The Slavic people would embrace him, and Pendleton vowed to make sure they did. 
“Now you must forgive me,” he said. “Milton has called a meeting to both update you and strategize the orderly transition to the Global Realm. I’ll join that conversation later. My wife’s undergoing brain surgery, and I need to be at her side.”
With those words, he left the Widder Hotel and headed to University Hospital through crowds of stunned pseudo admirers.



Chapter 25
 
Doctor Rueben Levi ordered an x-ray, a brain scan, blood work, and several neurological tests done before he operated on Peacock. He also needed to examine Doctor Kolb to see if she could be of any help by providing information he might otherwise not have about the implant and the way the devise functioned.
Levi reviewed the tests and ordered additional chemical samples be rushed through the labs. Then he examined Peacock. He checked her vitals and shook his head. “Her heart’s racing at a hundred fifty-five beats a minute.”
He checked her blood pressure. “Two-hundred over a hundred and ten—she can’t keep those readings much longer without doing some real damage, stroke, maybe worse.” He called over to his technician, “Bring the paddles.”
He examined Peacock’s eyes. “Set at a thousand volts, 120 joules. Shock her.”
He listened again and said, “Once more.”
Satisfied the heart rate was slowing, Levi waved the technician off and told the nurse, “Put a nitro patch on her to lower the blood pressure and prep her for surgery.”
He rushed to the scrub room and thoroughly washed his hands, when the assisting physician, Doctor Pederson, entered. “The team arrived caring for Doctor Kolb. She’s in Emergency and the test results are back.”
Levi grabbed the set of tests and headed to an office across from surgery. “Have Emergency bring Kolb here. Let’s you and I study these findings.”
“Mr. Van Meer insists on coming up,” Pederson said.
“Fine, as long as he stays in the family waiting room. That’s true for Pendleton as well when he gets here.”
The two physicians edged into their chairs and spread the pages out on the table. A lab assistant clipped the brain scans and x-rays up on a lighted wallboard that showed them the details. Levi rose immediately and pointed at the center view. “See the implant itself goes in behind the right ear where the occipital lobe and the parietal lobe meet.”
Pederson responded, “There’s been bleeding around that area recently, but because of the skull’s structure, the damage was minimal.”
“You see why this device is so insidious,” Levi said. “There are already formations of precancerous cells.” Levi sighed. “All indications are that the main areas of brain damage have occurred in the hypothalamus and the right thalamus. The way Kolb fused the device and the nerve endings created an emotional mess. We’ll do what medical science says to do. Then we’ll see what emerges.”
Medical science said to perform the proven procedures. Correct the correctable damage and wait. The ping of the elevator interrupted Levi’s thoughts. Kolb’s body rolled through the elevator doors pushed by Van Meer and an orderly.
“Hans,” Levi said. “Please stay in the waiting room until I’ve finished operating on Laverna.”
Van Meer nodded and left. 
Levi bent over Kolb. “Oh my God.”
Her wounds nauseated him. “What the hell happened to her?”
“Mrs. Pendleton paid Kolb back for torturing her,” one of the nurses caring for Kolb said. “She also shocked Kolb with the implant’s test machine for over five minutes at a rate of a shock every ten seconds.”
“Bea?” Levi said. “Can you hear me?”
No response.
“Squeeze my finger if you can.”
Still no response. Levi examined the burns on Kolb’s neck where Peacock attached the electrodes. He took his penlight and tested for any reaction—no reaction at all. He turned to his assistant. “Run the same tests we ran on Mrs. Pendleton. But I think Beatrice Kolb will fair far worse in the long run.”
Levi rewashed his hands while his crew whisked Peacock into the operating room. He returned and examined her head. “I’m making an incision behind the patient’s right ear. Hand me a gigli saw. Okay, that’s enough space.”
“Whatever hit her smashed the implant,” Doctor Pederson said. “Nurse, hold the light steady. What do you think Doctor Levi? Should I yank the implant out?”
Levi poured over the images of the implant’s connections and threading farther into the brain toward the hypothalamus. “I don’t see any other reasonable choice. There is no invasion of the ocular area, no damage to the retina.” He straightened up and said, “This is one amazing feat of skill. Clip off the electrodes extending deeper into the brain and remove the implant.”
Pederson did as instructed, while Doctor Levi observed her brain’s reaction. “Look at the areas firing in her head. Kolb wanted the ultimate warrior. However, she didn’t plan on Mrs. Pendleton’s brain modifying the implant’s instructions to her own purposes. Laverna has built strong support structures in some areas of the hypothalamus to the detriment of others.”
“Well,” his assisting doctor mused. “Medical science can help repair the gray matter, but we can’t predict what the mind will do afterward.”
Levi went about removing the pre-cancerous tissue found in the implant’s cavity. Then came the rough part, how to remove the micro-thin electrodes without doing more damage inside the patient’s brain. “I see no evidence of mechanical insertion around these electrodes. I believe they were carefully pushed through the brain matter to the desired spot.”
“While she was awake?”
“Probably.”
“Good God.”
“If I can remove them along the same pathway they entered, I theoretically will do the least damage.”
The technician darkened the room so the electrodes’ path showed clearly seen as they exited the brain. Levi retracted the first electrode, a tiny threaded wire an inch and a half long and twenty-five microns thick. The electrode came out easily. The second electrode had a small kink in it. The same length and thickness, the kink, a small bend in the far tip, posed a real concern medically.
Levi wiped the sweat from his forehead.
“If I bring the electrode straight out like the other, the kink will tear brain matter. There’s also the possibility of leaving a piece embedded inside if the electrode breaks.”
The technician made a suggestion that surprised even Doctor Levi. “I know we have micro-electrodes with magnetic ends. Would one of those help?”
Levi thought a moment. If he used the pathway parallel to the original, ran the second electrode beneath the first right down to the kink, he could then remove both with far less damage and far less chance of leaving the tip inside.
“Good suggestion, we’ll take a break while the special electrode is being prepped, then pull out wire number two, and sew her up.”
He checked her vitals. Heart rate 92, blood pressure 145/75, she was stabilizing. If the operation wrapped up successfully, he felt sure he’d know her mental state within a few days, if not hours.
Levi headed toward the family waiting room only to be stopped and diverted to the Chapel by three of Pendleton’s men. There Pendleton, Van Meer, and several bodyguards leaped to their feet.
“How is she?” Pendleton asked. His hands were trembling and his words slurred a bit.
“When was the last time you slept?”
“Three days ago, too much going on. I’ve had maybe forty hours of sleep in a fortnight.”
“Far too little, the decision making part of your brain will shut down.” Levi turned to Van Meer. “When is his next important meeting?”
“Tomorrow morning,” Van Meer answered, “a critical meeting to discuss how to deal with resistance against our forces.”
“Arthur, Laverna’s implant has been removed. I removed one of the two electrodes and ordered a rush on a part I need to remove the other. Physically, she’s doing fine. Get your rest. A full eight hours should do the trick.”
Surprisingly, his mentor didn’t object, instead, Pendleton asked, “Where’s a good place to sleep here? I can’t face people back at the Widder Hotel.”
“Show Mr. Pendleton to our deluxe accommodations,” Levi said to the administrator on call, and Pendleton and his entourage headed off.
Levi hurried back to the operating room and checked Peacock’s vitals once more. Before attempting insertion of the magnetized microelectrode wire, he again sterilized the area. Convinced he’d cause less damage running a parallel line, he inserted the device. The easy part for Levi was insertion. The hard part was withdrawal.
The magnet worked flawlessly, binding the two probes together, and providing a smooth rather than jagged removal. “There’s some bleeding. But less than I would have expected.”
“She has little abdominal fat to inject with the stems cells,” Pederson said. “But it’s such a small opening, this amount of stem cell should be sufficient for bone growth.”
“Let’s close her up. Time two-twenty a.m.” Levi called out. “The operation is concluded with minimal additional damage to the affected area.” He turned off his recorder. “As far as the physical side, great work. As far as the need for rehabilitation to normal functioning, I’d say a lifetime, if ever.”
“For a person who has been exposed to what she has, what is normal functioning?” Pederson asked.
“Hell if I know,” Levi replied.
#
Samatar Muhamad, a section distribution captain working for UNHFD, peered up at the dust clouds approaching from the northeast. He shook his head and pushed up on his toes, trying to make some sense of the whirlwind coming his way. 
Women, carrying their babies with little children in tow, headed passed him toward the Dadaab city center. Rumors flew that foreign invaders pulverized Mogadishu with fire and were sweeping through Somalia and Ethiopia slaying anyone firing a gun—particularly the warlords, who they sought out and killed.
From the rumors Samatar had heard, this army dressed in khaki with their leaders dressed in black. On their flags flew an insignia of an olive branch and a dove. “Don’t panic,” Samatar called out to people passing by. “We have no guns and no warlords here.”
He continued his trek, stopping at each tent, handing out purified water to those inside from a battered-up Volvo L495 Titan truck.  As he approached the northern border of the refugee camp, out of the dust emerged huge vehicles that slowed their pace. A lone Jeep 1980 CJ-7 sped passed him heading toward the town center as the other vehicles pulled to a stop.
Samatar ran as fast as his feet could carry him. These were military personnel, but they had no military equipment. He’s hopes rose for the first time in two decades. He pushed through the crowd to find a place from which to hear, getting close enough to see was not an option.
“Greetings from Arthur Pendleton, First Citizen of the Global Realm,” the man spoke first in Bantu, then repeated his words in English and Oromigna. “The world as you knew it has changed. Our forces are setting up unification centers and food distribution centers at four points outside your camp’s perimeters.”
What is the Global Realm? Who is Arthur Pendleton? 
“If anyone has a gun or other weapons, turn them over to the processor at the enrollment center when your turn comes. Do not fear. We are here to assist you. Still, I must warn you. Anyone found with a weapon by week’s end will be imprisoned.”
Samatar’s world had changed by seven o’clock the next morning. After a breakfast of dates, oatmeal, and a drink that tasted like God had dipped His finger in it, he edged into a chair across from an oval-faced man whose skin was blacker than coal. 
“State your full name,” the man said, in soft, perfect Bantu.
“Samatar Azer Muhamad.”
“And where are you from originally, Samatar Azer Muhamad?”
“Kismayo, near the Jubba River.”
The man accessed his computer and stared at the box a long time before saying, “Three people have your exact name.”
“How do you know?”
The man chuckled. “Only by what’s on my screen, but let’s test the computer’s accuracy. One man is a butcher. He was married, but his wife was murdered and one child slain.”
“I’m not a butcher.”
“Another man worked at the airport until the airport closed. He fled during the warlord civil war four years ago with his wife and three children.”
“Mohammad, Syrad, and Ifrah are my children. My wife, Miriam, was killed during our escape.”
“And your children?”
“My sister-in-law has them the last I knew. After being raped and tortured, they let a few of the women go. I couldn’t help.”
“You have no weapons, Samatar?”
“No sir. I’m a follower of Mohammad, the prophet. May God give peace to his soul.”
“Your sister-in-law is in a camp thirty miles from here to the west. That camp will be under our control shortly.” The man pulled out a camera and three documents. “Fill this out, Samatar Azer Muhamad. By doing so, you pledge faithfulness to the Global Realm and become a citizen.”
Samatar tried to grasp what he heard. “What will happen to me?”
“Nothing but good, you will assist in cleaning up this camp as people are relocated. When your family is found, they will be brought to you.” The man clutched Samatar’s hand. “You will be required to help until all the people have been identified and relocated. Take the tests to assess your capabilities, and you’ll be assigned a permanent career path.”
“But I have no money. I can’t afford to pay you.”
“Well, Samatar Azer Muhamad, let me tell you the best news.”



Chapter 26
 
Ursa slumped into a cushiony leather armchair. He, Polaris, and Magnus shared a rooftop view of the mountains compliments of his enemy, Arthur Pendleton. But Ursa wasn’t in a mood to enjoy his plush accommodations. Ursa, aka Robert Hurst, mourned the loss of his brother, William. Yet he didn’t blame Peacock. He blamed himself for being too afraid to standup for what he believed.
Robert Hurst wasn’t afraid to die. He hadn’t ruled out that option. He and his brother had been hand picked out of Harvard Business School by the CIA and eventually became the Ursas. George W. Bush and Dick Cheney groomed them over the eight years of the Bush presidency. His brother, William, severely injured in the service of Vice President Biden, became Ursa Major and Hercules was born.
The sound of a motor whirring interrupted Ursa’s train of thought, as Polaris zipped around the kitchen area in his wheelchair, acting as though he was still a whole person. Surrounding Hurst were the real heroes, Magnus, whose ten years in Hercules exemplified courage, skill, and faithfulness. Polaris, the finest warrior ever until Peacock, and Hurst wondered who would win in hand-to-hand combat had they been pitted against each other in their prime.
Hurst, himself, was a warrior. A Navy Seal, a double agent, he won respect and admiration. Herculeans, however, were super warriors—were, the word made him sick. Internal corruption defeated the United States. Still, he blamed himself.
Polaris wheeled his chair over to where Hurst sat and unloaded a tray of food on to the desk next to Hurst’s armchair—coffee, toast and grape jelly, a hard-boiled egg on a plate, and sliced bananas with cream in a bowl. 
“Quit your pity party and eat,” Polaris said. “Didn’t you listen to the man yesterday? We’re all one big happy family now.”
“Go suck an egg.”
“Come on. Think about our situation for one moment. Pendleton could have had us killed. He didn’t. Think about what he’s accomplished. Every major military power in the world is under his command. Yet, what does he want to do? He cleans up the trash and removes guns and drugs off the streets.”
Hurst stifled an objection. Polaris made sense. Most dictators in the annuals of history raided, raped, and plundered for self-gain. Pendleton possessed more gold than he knew what to do with, yet he abolished the world’s economy. “I suppose we should let some time pass and see what he does next.”
“Well, he just arrived at the hotel for a meeting with his Defense Council. And then, he has a meeting with our team.” Polaris waved a hand and headed back into the kitchen for his own meal. “By the way, he’s bringing his mother.”
“How do you know all this?”
Polaris held up a piece of paper. “This was shoved under the door this morning. The paper is official Global Realm stationary. How do you suppose uniforms, supply ships, and all the other miscellaneous came together?”
“The man not only has the money, he has a capable worldwide staff.” Hurst groaned a sigh of defeat. “I guess we’d better get onboard before we drown.”
#
“How is Mrs. Pendleton?” General Giamo asked, as Pendleton took his seat at the round glass table in the Tanzfuss
Suite.
“I saw her briefly. Doctor Levi took that infernal contraption out of her head. She opened her eyes while I was there and smiled. I believe this is a good sign.” He waved a hand at Milton Rogers and said. “Give me an update.”
“The natives are restless.” Rogers quipped.
The individuals at the table laughed outright. Twelve in all, they and their staffs showed dark rims beneath their eyes, shirts wrinkled and sweaty from a night without sleep. Rogers rocked back on two chair legs. “I don’t know where to start. The whole world’s panicked and fearful, including Europe.”
Rogers passed out a world map highlighted in different colors for different problems. “Let’s look at areas in red. These areas are where there is outright civil disobedience.”
The map showed a predictable pattern. From Israel to Pakistan, chaos and confusion reigned. Rioting occurred in large American cities. Muslim areas in Africa exploded at first, but twelve missiles fired from Russian sites near Odessa put a quick end to the uprising. The rest of the world appeared calm, including North Korea, which seemed strange to Pendleton.
“I’m surprised there isn’t more rebellion,” he said. “We expected the Arab world to be outraged. We expected the tribal warfare in Africa to take a while to put down.  The rioting and looting in some cities is predictable. So what is the solution?”
“We can do whatever you wish,” Rogers said. “Do you want a harsh hand or a soft one?”
Pendleton didn’t hesitate. He pointed at his team. “Here are my orders. Unite the world armed forces. Attack and destroy those who oppose us, short of using nuclear weapons. If there are rebellions in cities, kill the rebels. If there are rebellions in whole nations, such as Iran, Pakistan, and others, use the same criterion. There are still several hundred unfired missiles circling the earth. Strike them hard and continue until all resistance ends.”
Pendleton smiled. He’d read The Art of War. “That’s what Sun Tzu would do.”
“Yes,” General Chui said with a gleam in his eye, “Precisely so.”
“Give the world notice during today’s broadcast that rebels and looters will have one hour from the end of the broadcast to cease all rebellious behavior or suffer the consequences.”
“Very well,” Rogers said. “Now to the blue areas, these are the areas of major food shortages. The difference between our outreach and those of the past has to do with middlemen. We’re delivering the nutrition directly into the hands of the populace and instructing them on how to ration their intake.”
Nothing happening worldwide bothered Pendleton in the least. Yes, there had been mistakes. Latovsky in his greed jumped too early. He died for that error. The Russian army hadn’t advanced as far as Pendleton hoped. However, the missiles that hit targeted religious shrines sent the message. Israel signaled a willingness to transition to the Global Realm.
Generals Chui and Sakharov gained Pendleton’s trust, but a cautious trust. The long history of deceit present in their countries made them suspect by association. However, they’d risked much for the cause and deserved the opportunity to contribute further.
Thoughts of his wife distracted him as the conversation continued. He had faith in Levi and prayed to God Lovey would fully recover.
#
Anne Pendleton hated waiting. She suffered from what most of the world struggled with—no commercials, no soaps, and no place to buy a candy bar. The dinner hour started at five o’clock in Arthur’s suite. In Europe and the Americas, the majority of people would receive their meal at five—with a few variations, the same meal. Plus, her room smelled of lilac and she disliked the scent.
She tuned in to one of two stations available, the former BBC, now called Western Realm Broadcasting. Pictures of Global Realm citizens working with trained environmentalists picking up trash, cleaning out alleyways, and transporting waste to recycling areas warmed her heart. If anything would unite people, working together for a single purpose would.
Pictures from Darfur showed Global Realm personnel in the midst of the crowds opening nutrient drinks for the children, while joyous adults ate off plates and drank the nutrients provided out of the backs of trucks. Scenes like this poured in from several areas around the globe.
Myanmar, Pakistan, and some other parts of Southeast Asia reported major acts of violence against Global Realm personnel. Realm personnel reacted with both missile and aircraft strikes and resisters dispersed. The collection of guns caused quite a stir in America, but Anne was growing used to the fact that the changes demanded were for the better. She liked her son a lot more because of the benefits she saw people receiving.
A knock at her door summoned her. The nanny brought George in for his grandmum’s hug, and she opened the door to see Milton Rogers smiling at her. “You look first rate, my dear Anne.”
She flushed. “Thank you, Milton. I hope I’m not under dressed.”
“This occasion is totally informal. Our guests didn’t have time to bring any formal wear. And as you can see, I’m dressed for an evening of strolling, if you’re not busy later.”
“Oh I’d love to see Zurich.”
“Did you know Anne was my wife’s name?”
“I thought you’d been married.”
“Yes, thirty-five wonderful years, she died four years ago of breast cancer.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that.”
“Arthur’s been a great support. He keeps me so busy I don’t have time to think about her.”
Anne took hold of Milton’s arm, and he led her away to dinner.
#
Pendleton straightened the collar on his black cotton shirt with the Global Realm emblem over the left breast pocket. A scene from the weapons’ confiscations going on worldwide played on the television in the background. The brightest political science minds from universities all over the global wrote, analyzed, and approved every word spoken to the world on the two major Global Realm networks. The Global Realm filled every hour with ongoing news. Instructions on the responsibilities of new citizens filled the airway during the six o’clock hour.
If things went as Pendleton planned, tonight’s dinner would involve one of those historic events that change the world, but never are recorded in history books. The bell to his suite rang. Han Van Meer voice called out. “Where is his royal pain in the butt?”
“I’m in the bedroom, ole boy.”
“Don’t you look dapper. Bloody nice looking outfit, causal, yet so Global Realmish.”
“This outfit, or one like it of a different color, will be standard dinner fare around the globe. Now let’s get down to business.”
Van Meer raised his hand, his steel-blue eyes and sandy hair giving him the look of a Boy Scout. “We never talked about Thomas Reed, or Lytle, or Morgan, or Dunn, or the six or seven others of rank and importance who’ve died in your service, and let’s include Loomis, Claymore, and myself who’ve managed to live.”
Not one person on this earth could talk to Pendleton like Van Meer did, save Lovey. “Reed’s death was Reed’s own doing. I didn’t order it.”
“You threatened him. Loomis told me.”
“Hans,” Pendleton sighed. “I’ve never interfered with any covert operation. I’m not to blame here.”
“I know what you’re going to ask me to do.” Van Meer turned Pendleton around and stared straight at him. “I need you to promise me that I will have authority over Laverna Smythe Pendleton’s assignments. You are too bloody blind to be objective.”
Pendleton exhaled slowly to keep his anger under control. “Yes, under one condition, you do not harm her, demote her, or persecute her in any way without my approval. Despite her betrayals, I adore her. She was under the control of the enemy. Doctor Levi and his team did a good job. I’m expecting a good result.”
“What about the others—Ursa, Magnus, and the like?”
“You will outrank them, but we must make peace with our enemies. If they join us, we must agree to forgive and forget the past.”
The bell rang again, “Are we straight up, Hans?”
Van Meer grinned and gave his friend a hug. “Right you are, ole boy.”
#
The elevator stopped at Pendleton’s floor. Two Global Realm security people escorted Hurst and his party to Pendleton’s suite and rang the bell. Then their escorts left the floor. Hurst’s first thought was to run.
Pendleton, himself, opened the door. “Welcome Robert Hurst, good to see you.”
Hurst jerked at hearing his birth name.
“Thank you for inviting us, Mister Pendleton.”
“Call me Arthur.” Pendleton turned to the others. “Welcome all of you. You’re honored guests. I received your tests scores on our Special Operations Career Modules. You more than qualify for service, and I see you’ve all gone through the citizenship procedures. Welcome to the Global Realm, citizens.”
Hurst wondered when the snipers would shoot him dead. Time flew by since his abduction from the former United States. Could this enemy really be making nice without an agenda?
“You’ve met Hans Van Meer?”
Hurst nodded. “Yes, briefly at the hospital. Of course we pursued him after the Monroe assassination attempt last year.”
“The past is past. Everybody is here but my mother and her escort. They should be here any minute.” Pendleton turned to Polaris. “Do you need any accommodations at table?”
“Just a space for my chair, I can adjust the height.”
“Thank you, Michael Ziebach,” he gripped Polaris’ shoulder firmly, “for being Lovey’s friend.”
Hurst struggled with Pendleton’s sincerity. This man must have an ego too large for the Solar System, yet he seemed so genuine.
“You’re welcome, Sir.”
“Call me, Arthur.”
“You’re welcome, Arthur. Your Lovey is my friend. I only have four, and one is my cat.”
The bell rang. Pendleton called out, “It’s unlocked, Milton. Come on ahead.”
As Milton Rogers and Anne Pendleton entered, Hurst felt the presence of greatness. Rogers’ reputation, his financial abilities, and his love of humanity gave him credibility. 
“I love being the last to arrive. Milton said we would be.” Anne Pendleton counted those present.
“Right you are, Mum,” Pendleton helped her to a chair. “Now that Milton’s here, and before dinner, let’s smoke the peace pipe, as you American’s say.”
Pendleton introduced all around, and then sat down himself. “This time yesterday I revealed the Global Realm’s Citizen Control Team headed by Milton Rogers. Their orders are to do what is necessary to maintain order and punish the unlawful. If a person becomes a citizen and plays by the rules, that person will have all his basic needs met beyond where ninety percent of the world’s needs were before yesterday.”
“If a person chooses to be rebellious,” Rogers said. “That person will pay the consequences.”
“Day after tomorrow, I will be making another announcement regarding the Global Realm’s Counter-Terrorist Team.” Pendleton smiled and then pointed at Hans Van Meer. “The top job’s yours if you want it.”
“Yes, I certainly do,” Van Meer answered. “Please understand. The Global Realm is not a democracy. It’s a dictatorship, but an enlightened one. These early appointments come out of necessity. We need the world’s safety enforced. Three years from today, when the whole world has completed the testing procedures and gone through our continuing education models for that period of time, the highest ranking citizen in the Counter-Terrorist module will have my position, if that person isn’t me.”
Anne Pendleton raised her hand. “By counter-terrorism, you mean finding and eliminating your opposition, don’t you?”
“Of course,” Pendleton grinned. “To save the world, humanity must learn to work together for humanity’s sake. The quicker this happens, the better.”
“Hum,” she groaned and twisted up her lips. Her look said she’d probably remain silent going forward.
“Colin Franks will report to Hans and his team. The former MI6 and European counterparts will cover Europe to the Urals, through the Arab world, Middle East and Africa. China’s former head of the Zhongnan Baobioa, Chiang Yang, will report to Hans and will cover from the Urals to the Indian Ocean and east to the Pacific, including Japan.”
Pendleton tilted his head and said, “Now for the peace pipe. There is no other agency that trains and executes better than yours.” His hand gesture included them all. Hurst flushed. He wanted a new challenge. Yet, did he want that challenge to come from Pendleton? Of course, everything came through Pendleton. Why should he be on the losing side forever? “The Americas and Oceania, including the former Indonesia, are offered to you, Mister Hurst.”
“Even with all that’s happened with Peacock.” Hurst gasped. “You and I have a poor track record.”
“Indeed, but I’m talking capabilities here. At every turn, your team bested my team. Only Hans performed, escaped, and survived in the field for all the years since the university.” Pendleton focused on Hurst, and Hurst recognized his compassion. “I don’t desire bloodshed, Robert, but humanity is a bloody species. You know as well as I do we’re destroying the earth. Join me in stopping that from happening.”
“I guess people won’t be calling me Ursa anymore.” Robert Hurst extended his hand and Pendleton shook it.
“I’m afraid we won’t need all the handles, except I’m not sure what to call Lovey.”
“She’ll tell you when she wakes up and decides who she is,” Anne said.
“You and your team served your government well, loyal to the end. I will demand no less, and I respect your capabilities. Together we have a huge undertaking ahead of us. Keep in front of you at all times the greater goal—a world united for betterment of Mankind as a species, not for individual greed.”
#
Anne Pendleton took a whimsical glance at her plate and shook her fork at her son. “This is what everyone in the world is eating this evening?”
“A variety of this, Mum, changed a little for regional tastes.”
She took a bite of salmon. “Hum, not bad but not much.”
Rogers nudged her shoulder. “The average human being in rich countries eats three times the portion sizes they need for good health. Try the carrots. They’re delicious.”
She took a drink of water to clear her pallet. Then she picked up a four-ounce glass of a golden, wine looking drink. “So this is the nutrient beverage you were talking about.”
“You could survive on four-ounces of the stuff twice a day for months if need be,” Rogers said.
The others at the table busied themselves with eating and making various sounds of approval.
She took a sip. “Oh my word, this is good.”
“That’s the reaction we’re getting worldwide. We’ll see,” Pendleton said. He clinked his glass against his mother’s. “We still have over six-hundred million people to reach with food distribution, and Myanmar, India, and Pakistan are difficult. We’ve had to eliminate lawbreakers.”
“Yes, you do that quite often.”
She watched his countenance sour.
“I always bring my worst critic on an issue with me to keep me honest,” he said. “The fact is, once an individual is admitted into the Global Realm, there is no death penalty. For those who hinder our efforts with violence. Violence will be their reward.”
Rogers touched her hand. “I know you don’t understand, but to do the best for all humanity, some must be eliminated.”
She smiled at him. Her mind said, go slow. Her emotions whispered you’re almost sixty, what the hell.



Chapter 27
 
One Week Later
In Iran
Billows of dark smoke soared higher across the border in Pakistan. From his window in Zahedan, al-Sistani’s soul darkened. His wives and children in the courtyard below were under strict orders not to go outside the walls. Cellphones no longer worked. Satellite towers were useless since the Global Realm shutdown the Internet and replaced it with a highly monitored, restricted system.
Proud of the history of his people tracing back to Darius the Persian, al-Sistani believed in time-tested methods. Today, he sent letters to those he considered trustworthy. Twelve riders went out announcing a meeting scheduled six months hence in Mashhad near the Imam Reza Shrine.
True followers of the faith would not join the Global Realm. Until they could strike back at the infidels, they must learn how to feed, clothe, and help their own. They must learn where to hide, where to meet, and when to strike back. The twelve riders would deliver messages to believers who, in turn, would send out twelve new riders. al-Sistani bowed low to the ground. His prayers ascended, and he prayed long and tirelessly. Allah is faithful.
What Realm would exist a decade from now, a century, even until the coming of The Twelfth Imam? He didn’t know who had lived or died in the fierce onslaught of the Russians and the thorough desecration from the bombings Pendleton used against Islam’s holy places. Still, Pendleton was a symptom, not the real enemy. The fight against Satan was Allah’s battle.
He rose, washed his feet, and slipped on his shoes at the doorway. The sunlight caused him to squint, and he cupped his hand over his eyes. 
“There’s Papa,” his wife, Noushin, called out, and six children raced to him. He handed them grapes and laughed. “It is a good day to play.”
He glanced up as the wind out of the east blew the smoke deeper into the city. Today was not a good day at all.
#
In Israel
“We speak for the Greater Sanhedrin,” Rabbi Thomas Levinson stated. “Make peace with this man, Pendleton, and the Global Realm. Preserve our heritage and allow us to keep our holy sites, especially the Temple Mount. Thank God it still stands.”
Around him sat sixty-nine other rabbis all from Tiberius of Galilee. The Knesset and its leadership, weakened in the initial strikes by the Russians, allowed Global Realm forces into the country. Now the religious leaders, anxious to continue rebuilding their old religion back to its former greatness, gathered to plea with their crumbling government to accept Pendleton’s Global Realm.
“He will allow us to practice our religion, maybe even help rebuild our temple. Yes, he will allow the Muslims the same rights, but he’ll stop the bloodshed and bring peace.” Rabbi Levinson wiped his brow and studied the faces of those in the gallery. “A Jew living in peace, practicing his religion as God instructed him, we haven’t had this luxury in over two-thousand years.”
The Secretary General, Moshe Robinowitz, polled the membership. The people were so eager for peace there was little objection. After the roll call he said, “I am tired of fighting and war. By your votes, I see you agree. Therefore, I hereby disband this body. Go home. Join the Global Realm. Take the tests, and may God be with you.”
Robinowitz turned to The Seventy and said, “Since you speak for the believing Jews, you are given over to their will and the will of the Global Realm. Take care not to be too zealous in your pursuits. You haven’t yet tested Pendleton’s patience.”
#
In the United States – Los Angeles
“Sweet Land Villa is not a holy place,” Robert Hurst said, as he confronted Shawna Aster, movie star and the director of seventeen god-awful dumb-blonde movies. “The Global Realm is turning Sweet Land into a university center for advanced research in neurosurgery.”
When he was Ursa, he had go-betweens who handled this type assignment. Working for Pendleton meant enforcing the rules in difficult cases in person. Hurst’s presence meant Aster couldn’t appeal to a higher authority.
Aster stood her ground, toe-to-toe with five of Hurst’s best agents. Her hair had tangled from the wind. The tattoo she’d proudly sported on her upper chest in her films was covered by a Western American Region yellow shirt, indicating she had joined the Global Realm, but hadn’t been assigned an occupation.
“If the Pope can stay in the Vatican, I can stay in Sweet Land. My fans can’t visit me if I’m not here.”
What fans did Shawna Aster have? With the conversion of the Global Communications Network from special interest satellites to one controlled World Education Network, movie stars, sports heroes, and populist personalities had lost their positions of fame. “You’re forgetting the world has changed,” Hurst said. “If you don’t select a vocation path and relocate, I’ll assign you to an urban cleanup detail today.”
She sighed and backed away. Reality must have hit her. She paled. “Where will I go?”
“For two weeks, you will be allowed to remain here. The Global Realm will remove all unnecessary furnishings for reuse or recycling.”
“Then?”
“You have two choices, Miss Aster,” Hurst said. “First, your test scores show promise in Global entertainment. There is an opening as a producer and screenwriter for feel-good event coverage worldwide. The programming airs eighteen hours a month reporting only uplifting news.”
“Blah!” she stuck out her tongue.
Hurst wet his lips to keep from saying what he thought. “Second, you can work at a Global Entertainment Center in a lesser role. Take your pick.”
“Before I do, where will I live and who will be surrounding me.” She smirked as her middle finger popped up in Hurst’s face. “I want to be close to my public.”
The woman had no public, but he didn’t have time to argue. “If you take the writer-producer position, you’ll be housed in a 1000 square foot accommodation in London at the Global Headquarters media division. If you choose an Entertainment Center opening, you’ll be relocated to. . .” He checked his list of available spots. “You should have selected an opening after testing. By waiting, you’re choices are limit to Tucson, Flagstaff, Tulsa, and Carson City. Or you can be placed on a waiting list for the new constructions being completed in the next two years if you want to stay near Los Angeles.”
“What will I do while I’m waiting?”
“Work clean-up, like every other citizen, Miss Aster.”
“I busted my ass to get where I am.”
Hardly, she’d been born into an entertainment family. Her notorious sexual escapades and bouts with drugs and alcohol made infamous headlines nationally. Hurst’s security people removed all of her illegal substances from the premises with her permission. She didn’t want to do time in prison.
“The Global Realm will provide all your needs, but don’t break the law.” 
Shawna grumped. “Without a cellphone, I can’t even call fellow actors to find out where they’ve gone.”
Hurst bit his lip. “Sorry, what about family?”
A shrug told him family didn’t matter.
“Tell me about the Entertainment Centers.” The look on her face confirmed the seriousness of her circumstances had hit home. “You’ve relocated all my help. I’m barely getting along by myself.”
 “The rooms in the Centers at your level are 650 square feet,” Hurst said. “Unless you select to become an adult sex worker, then you gain an additional 150 square feet in which to entertain.”
All the color drained from her face.
“I’m sorry,” Hurst said. “You picked the career paths you wanted to pursue and took the tests. You didn’t pick a vocation within that path.”
“What about clothes?”
“In London, you’ll wear government black. Entertainment centers here in America, pink.”
She stared around her property and finally let out a squeaky laugh. “What’s open in Flagstaff?”
“Two bartender slots, a disc jockey, several exotic dancers and adult sex workers, and restaurant servers.” Hurst studied his papers again. “Here’s a possibility. How old are you?”
“Twenty-nine—why?”
“There is a position called utility worker. Because of the hours, applicants have to be under thirty-five. Utility workers fill in, as needed, and assist in scheduling the show times and performers. You’d have an 800 square foot apartment and a balcony.”
“Is that job open in Flagstaff?”
“No. But there is one position open in Tulsa.”
“You think my fans will remember me if I’m dancing on a pole?”
Hurst took a step back and wondered if this woman had lost track of all reason. “Of course,” he said, not knowing what a fan of a C-movie star really was like.
Shawna Aster pondered her fate. Finally, she shrugged, “I’ll take the Tulsa job. I like variety.”
“You do understand you’ll be required to dance and take your turn as a sex worker.”
“What percentage of the time dancing and entertaining men sexually?”
Hurst studied the job description. “Twenty percent of your work hours. So, an estimate would be five hours a week each “
“Whatever,” she sighed. “This new world really sucks.”
Hurst turned to his team leader. “See that Miss Aster is relocated to Tulsa as soon as we can arrange transportation.”
As he headed back to his government vehicle to rejoin his staff, Robert Hurst considered the wisdom of the new Global Realm. Here was a loony, but capable, writer-producer, who made her selection based upon being close to her fans, when the world was heading for an environmental disaster. Maybe working in an Entertainment Center in Tulsa was her best contribution to the Global Realm. Who was he to judge?
 Before Pendleton took over, the main topics of discussion in the media and on television were sex, infidelity, and promiscuity, and this in an overcrowded world. Pendleton was right. Humanity needed a dictatorship.
#
In Chicago
General Marco Giamo, former head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under President Monroe, served on the front lines with his troops in Afghanistan and Iraq. He earned the respect of the frontline soldier. The military stepped in line with Giamo when the United Nations Building blew apart.
Now looking out over the city of Chicago, he wondered why he fought the urge to save the entire Southside and disobey Pendleton’s orders. Pendleton worked in a systematic and orderly fashion, making a thorough attempt to subdue rebellion before the show of force. Here, despite efforts to explain the advantages on joining and consequences of refusing—burning, looting, and civil disobedience raged out of control.
Giamo had orders to act. The locals refused to listen. They defied all authority and chose to act as an authority on their own.
Giamo’s plane landed at noon on a Thursday, right before Pendleton was to go on the air to give his weekly update. Flyers had been dropped inside a square from Midway Airport along W.71st all the way to Lake Michigan, down S. Cicero Avenue to Ogden Avenue, up Ogden to University Hospital, and across to the lake on the north.
Armored trucks had canvassed the neighborhoods, requesting an end to the violence and the turning over of all weapons and drugs to the Global Realm. When the trucks came under extreme firepower, they withdrew. Pendleton issued the final order to the residents. Leave the area at once unarmed or suffer the consequences.
Twenty-four hours had passed and only about 70,000 of the estimated 110,000 residents had evacuated the area. The Global Realm processed them, tested them, and relocated them into responsible jobs and housing. 
Giamo’s America had rapidly fallen to a modern-day moral low. He had to remind himself that the age of the World War II generation had given way to a selfish, greedy, generation of takers. Still, giving this order made him sick.
Special Forces units and heavy artillery lined the streets surrounding the Southside of Chicago. On Giamo’s order, they were to meet at the center of the blocked-off area, leaving no one alive within the square.
The gang populations banded together in a suicide-style bonding, vowing to fight to the death for the life they so relished.
Twice Giamo took a drink of water to clear his dry throat.
“Advance.” 
With that one word uttered, the house-to-house destruction began. 
As the troops entered a block, artillery shelled the area for five minutes ahead of them, reducing buildings to rubble and forcing people out of burning buildings right into the bullets of the units advancing toward them. Flamethrowers fried the garbage-filled alleyways.
“General, Sir,” a commander called in.
“Yes.”
“There are several people waving white flags. They’re wishing to surrender, Sir.”
“They waited too long. Shoot them down.”
The Global Realm sent a signal. If you join the cause and obey the law, you become an equal among equals. If you don’t, you will pay the consequence. Refusing to disarm and turn over illegal drugs was a crime met with fatal consequences. Six months from now, a world purged of these vices wouldn’t need the death penalty.



Chapter 28
 
Peacock opened her eyes and smelled the odor of alcohol. The objects surrounding her registered as varying shades of achromatic gray. Her intellect knew the color spectrum.
She was colorblind. Her head ached, and she sensed some misfiring in the central part of her brain. She wiggled her toes, her fingers, and listened to her heartbeat. Her body seemed in perfect working order. Aware of her intense femininity, she relished being a woman.
A young man, early thirties, entered her room wearing a white coat and carrying a clipboard. He sat next to her with a microphone affixed to his collar and a recorder in his pocket. He spoke. “Case 772, seven p.m. Laverna Smythe Pendleton, patient.”
She examined him head to foot, impressive looking.
“Good evening, Laverna, I’m Doctor Pederson. I work for Doctor Levi. Do you know where you are?”
“No.”
“What’s the last thing you remember clearly?”
“My head aches.”
“Yes. What’s the last thing you remember clearly?”
“That my head hurts. I just told you.”
“Before that?”
She tried to recall, but nothing leaped into her mind. “I don’t remember anything.”
“What language are you speaking?”
“I don’t know. The same one you are.”
She giggled and found that response refreshing.
“Tonight we’re going to test your mathematical skills. All right?”
“All right.”
“How much is two plus two?”
“What would you like the answer to be?” Someone famous had spoken the same words. She didn’t remember whom. 
“I want it to be what you were taught it was in school.”
“Four.”
“Good.”
“Why is that answer good? It just is.” She pushed herself up. The doctor raised the bed so she could look straight at him.
“It’s good you know the answer. Where did you learn the answer was four?”
She didn’t know and shook her head.
“What’s your name?”
“You said it’s Laverna Smythe Pendleton.”
“What do you say it is?”
“I don’t know.”
“Where were you born?”
“I don’t know.”
Doctor Pederson reached in his pocket and pulled out four pictures. “Look carefully at these faces and tell me which one makes you feel good about being alive.”
She studied them, two men and two women, but only one was smiling. She pointed at the smiling face, “This one.”
“Why does this one make you feel good about being alive?”
“She’s not sad.”
“Okay. I’m sure you’re tired. I’ll be back in the morning.”
She wasn’t that tired. “Who am I?”
“Maybe we’ll find out tomorrow.” 
He left her irritated. She should have been able to continue. There was a television set and a control by her bed. She turned the set on, but could only find two channels, both broadcasting the same programming. She settled in to watch the Western Division of the Global Realm Broadcasting Network.
“In total, an estimated 30,000 insurgents were killed battling Global Realm forces in Chicago,” a man was saying. “While here in Los Angeles, the collection of firearms and drugs is proceeding with few incidents, and clean-up is moving along fairly well. The main problem is bringing in enough large haulers to remove the trash and debris. Volunteers who have a hauler should report to the Global Clean-up Center in West Covina.” He gave an address.
The world she was looking at was unfamiliar to her, although seeing people working together to clean neighborhoods lifted her spirits. Maybe I am tired. The T.V. control fell from her hand.
After a sound night’s sleep, Peacock awoke to a rainbow of colors. The staff had moved her to a private room with a view of a city. She could see the colors outside and in the room. She smiled and heard herself laughing. Her voice sounded almost giddy. She rolled to her left and stepped down onto the floor. Quickly, she rocked back onto the bed and sat still to gain her bearings.
“I’ve brought someone to see you.”
She recognized that voice and put up her hand without turning around. “Give me one second.” Peacock liked the voice, male, strong, yet loving. “Are you my lover?”
“Always and forever,” he said.
She heard a cooing and the stifled cry of an infant. She swiveled around to see a man holding a little baby. Her mouth dropped open and she knew. This was her son. “Please,” she said, and reached for the child.
The man placed the boy in her arms and tears burst down her face.
“His name is George Henry Pendleton, our son.”
Peacock struggled within her mind to recall.
“It’s all right, Lovey. Things take time. I said I’d find a way to get that device out of your head, and I have. Eventually you’ll remember.”
Her breast milk had dried months earlier, and she pulled her hand back from the instinctive urge to nurse her son.
The man handed her a bottle. “Feed him. You’ll breast feed our next one.”
“Then you’re my husband,” she said, and thought him far superior than most men.
“And you’re my wife. The best wife a man could ask for.”
“Please, tell me your name. I’m sorry I can’t remember a thing.”
“I’m Arthur Pendleton, your husband and friend.”
“Nice to meet you, Arthur.” George cooed and she grinned. “Oh, this is divine.”
Her husband seemed to enjoy watching her with their son as much as she did holding him. The twinkle in his eyes created a warm loving feeling. Then she noticed several men in black uniforms standing guard outside her room.
“Why all the bodyguards?” she asked.
“Don’t worry about them. Until we’ve subdued the resistance, they’re a necessity.”
An older man entered the room, with the young man she’d talked to the night before. “I’m Doctor Levi,” the older man said. “This is my assistant, Doctor Pederson. How are you feeling today, Laverna?”
“I’m happy. I have my son and my husband, Arthur, here with me.”
“I’ll be introducing you to a number of people in your life over the next few weeks.” He studied her vital signs. “We’ll see how much of your memory we can stimulate to recollection.”
“Now it’s time for you to do your physical rehab,” Pederson said, and Pendleton reached to take back George.
“No!” Peacock felt a surge of rage and tightened her grip on her son. “I’m not ready to let him go.”
A sharp prick behind her neck and the world became fuzzy. She couldn’t move her eyelids, let alone her arms. The colors faded to gray, and she slept.
#
Pendleton handed George to his mother out in the hall. 
“How did it go?”
“Great for a first time. She adores our son, and I think she likes me.”
Doctor Levi motioned Pendleton over. “We’re discovering unusual activity in her brain. Pathways have developed in the area surrounding the absent implant that fire instant activity into the subsections of the brain controlling emotional reaction, first and foremost, rage and secondarily libido. Her brain scans confirm our observations. She’ll be normal until a trigger ignites her emotions, then she’s uncontrollable.”
“Which means?”
“She’ll need a lot of retraining to control her emotional swings. You saw how she acted when we tried to take George back.”
“Yes, but. . .”
“No buts, Arthur, we have to administer her therapy slowly.”
“All right, give me a game plan.”
“There should be visits by you with George, daily. If you can’t make it, have Anne bring him. You will ask her the questions our researchers want her to answer.”
“All right.”
“She should also see her former associates and allow them to participate in her recovery.”
“Again, I’ll do anything to have her back.”
Reuben Levi placed both hands on Pendleton’s shoulder and looked directly in his eyes. “From everything I’ve read on her from Kolb’s files, I can say with certainty. There is no her to have back.”
“I don’t understand.”
“When she came to Hercules, she went by the name of Donna O’Conner. That person dealt with severe post-traumatic stress disorder and emotional psychosis. They trained her to become Peacock. Peacock’s training is that of an assassin.”
“Oh for God’s sake.”
“Are you following me, Arthur?”
“I’m following you. But I can tell you, my Lovey isn’t either of those two people.”
“No, Laverna Smythe Pendleton is a role she performs.”
“She isn’t acting. She loves me.”
“In a sense, she does. In another sense, you’re not real. She plays a role and loves the part. Being Laverna gives her a sense of self she never had before. But honestly, after Kolb adjusted the implant, none of the personalities that made up your wife exist anymore.”
“Is she insane?”
“Yes, she’s quite mad. She’s also brilliant. She’s is capable of becoming somewhat sane. Think of an artist removing all the paint from a canvas and starting over.”
Pendleton slumped in a chair and waved away everyone but Levi. He tried to understand his wife’s condition. However, he kept running into his own emotions. “So her mind is an empty canvas on which a new life can be painted.”
“Except, the pathways most used by the implant are supercharged. Her gene pool is unaltered. She will have memories, but memories are not personality.”
“What about her capabilities? She is a trained martial arts expert.”
Levi chuckled. “She’s as deadly as they come.”
In her mid-twenties, his wife wasn’t anyone. All right, he’d help her become a vibrant individual and teach her to love life. To Doctor Levi, Lovey was a unique opportunity to understand the human mind. To Pendleton, she was the woman he loved. Between the two of them, a wonderful human being would result.
He shivered, but not from the cold.
#
Peacock opened her eyes. She reached for her child to find her arms empty. Color returned to her sight, but her temper raged red. She pulled herself out of bed and disconnected the monitor lines attached to her skull. She pitched the blood pressure stand and gauge across the room, slamming it against the wall.
Two attendants raced through her door only to barely escape with their lives.
“I want my baby, now,” she howled. “Now, I said.”
Doctor Levi stepped into the room, and she glared at him. “Where’s my son?”
“With your mother-in-law.”
“Bring him here.”
“No.”
She jerked back at the word, no. “But he’s mine.”
“You could have harmed him with your tantrum, Laverna. You didn’t think. How is your rage working for you?”
She sat down on the edge of the bed. “You’ll sedate me when I get mad, won’t you?”
“We have to.” Levi walked fully into her room. “You and the team I’ve assembled need to work together to bring you to some sense of normalcy.”
“I want to read my files. I have a right.”
“Under the new regime, I’m not sure what rights you have.”
“Is my husband still here?”
“No, he’s left for one of his hundred meetings a day.”
“Doctor Levi, please, I’ll cooperate, but I need to know about the world I live in and who I am. I can read, write, speak, and understand. I’ll work with you, and yes, we’ll figure me out together.”
She watched Levi’s face, trying to read his mind. Finally, he said, “All right. Work with your therapist today. Give a hundred percent, and tonight, I’ll give you a copy of every file I have on you. I think you’ll be occupied for a good month.”
“I’m sorry I blew up. The rage happens before I can think to stop myself.”
“I know. We’ll work on finding out why.”



Chapter 29
 
Three Weeks Later
Peacock closed the last of a mountain of files. This one labeled, Mind Control Project-DBS, Subject 34. Where did she go from here? What were her assets? Intelligence, an IQ of over 150, physical dexterity and strength, and the ability to mimic emotions led the field. Reading about her life amazed her. Since memories were returning, she could connect the writing to events in her head.
Like working a twelve-step program, Peacock tackled her steps. The first three were easy. She admitted she was helpless and couldn’t restore herself to sanity. She had become willing to work with God and Doctor Levi’s team and turn herself over to their hands. Her past emotions purged, and seeing her life for the miracle it was, she readily accepted God as the reason she’d survived.
Now, she’d come to the place where she had to write down a thorough assessment of her strengths and weaknesses. One glaring weakness lay in her inability to disconnect from her intellectual fear of attachments and actually experience the relationships she mimicked. Being alone most of her waking hours gave her time to reflect.
She remembered standing at her family’s gravesite talking in her head to her dead father almost fifteen months earlier.
I’m
mortally wounded, Dad.
Only it’s my mind that’s 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 remembered licking the melting snow off her lips and sighing.
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’d mulled those words repeatedly. Did she really believe admitting she loved Arthur Pendleton would result in his death? Apparently, she had back then. Right before Ursa showed up that day, she’d asked her father.
If God is real, why did He allow you to die the way you did? Answer me that.
Logically, there was no answer to the question. A person believed either God did not cause that event, or God did. Until she understood God, she was stumped. Arthur told her once that God never brings evil, but He allows evil to happen and has His own reasons as to why.
“I want to live a normal life,” she said aloud, knowing her emotional makeup and Kolb’s work altering her brain had destroyed everything normal in her. She made a decision and pressed the button Doctor Levi installed when she wanted to talk. “I want to explore the past.”
A voice over the intercom answered. “Doctor Pederson and your husband will be with you at four o’clock.”
“Can I take the tests?” she asked.
“Of course, I’ll bring them to you.”
The Global Realm required all its citizens to undergo evaluation for skills, interests, and life experiences. She’d already selected the modules she wished to follow. The testing would take seven hours. She had nine hours before her meeting. She’d finish well ahead of time. “All right, God. Your creature needs Your love to understand how to love herself.”
Creature, yes—one with a blank slate for a soul.
#
Pendleton peeked through the curtains at a group of people gathering outside his hotel. He orchestrated the broadcasts on the Global News Networks from his new home in Zurich. The native population visited his location, particularly the populace of Switzerland who were within a bike ride of his Widder Global Headquarters. The curious wanted to see their new world leader. However, Pendleton rarely appeared in public. He had too much to do, so his team leaders came to him. The hotel converted its rooms into residences for Pendleton and his family, his staff, and executives coming in and out of Zurich to meet with him. Pendleton insisted on a living space of 1800 square feet, one-fifth of any of his previous residences.
His mum lay asleep on a divan with George in her arms. When he had a dilemma, Pendleton felt comfortable with her near. His longtime friend, Milton Rogers, appeared smitten by Anne—not at all in Pendleton’s plans. Not that he didn’t want happiness for them both, he did. However, the distraction didn’t fit right now. He needed Milton focused on global security. Managing the egos of four strong generals was a sticky wicket at best.
The telly flashed to four large ocean barges approaching an area north of Tern Island in the North Pacific. Another group of ships readied themselves off the West Coast of the United States for a mission north of the Guadalupe Island. The vessels were the first of what would become an estimated five-year project to clean up the oceans. Dredging solid materials off the surface of the oceans, as small as a centimeter in width, and syphoning smaller particles to a depth of a quarter kilometer, the barges could remove eighty percent of the manmade waste from the oceans. Yet, the greater task was preventing the material from entering the sea in the first place.
“Un-recyclable material from the world’s trash cleanup system will be sent to sites being prepared in the Sahara Desert,” the narrator said. 
The scene swung to show an area in the hyper-arid regions of the Sahara along the border between the former nations of Algeria and Chad. The cameras swept the amazing panorama revealing a new construction project.
“The plan is to dig down over a hundred and fifty feet and create six-foot thick concrete containers three-hundred feet by three-hundred feet by fifty-feet high and bury material that can’t be recycled.”
The announcer, based in Miami, pointed to a convoy of trash haulers over a mile long waiting to unload waste material onto vessels bound for the Sahara. “These trucks carry the remnants of materials deemed unrecyclable from clean-up efforts in the United States. The government appreciates our citizens’ help in restoring our world. Now we’ll go to the North American Continent weather forecast.”
The transition to a sane society would take years, maybe longer than Pendleton would live. Sadly, he’d ordered the destruction of areas where the population refused to turn over weapons and drugs. The brutal, lightning attacks and the inhuman clean-up following were broadcast live worldwide, adding to the general fear, but spurring compliance from an overwhelming portion of the global population.
Pendleton had to be at the hospital in two hours, but Van Meer was coming up with Milton Rogers to discuss how to handle new instances of rebellion.
“Mum,” he said, rubbing her back gently. “I have a short meeting and Milton will be here.”
“Oh,” she groaned. “Well, I certainly don’t want him seeing me like this. I’ll take George to my room.”
“How serious is this thing between you two?”
“We like each other’s company, Son. If the heat turns up, I’ll let you know, so you won’t be embarrassed.”
Pendleton’s cheek twitched a bit.
“Did I hit a sore spot?” Her snide little smirk surprised him. “We’re quite able to handle our relationship ourselves. I know you don’t want to hear this, but I stopped telling you what to do years ago.”
“It’s just. . . “
“It’s just that I’m your mother. I know. But, I’m not going to waste away living by myself. Whether it’s Milton or someone else, I do intend to have fun in my later years. So don’t be a prude.”
She gathered George and his things together and headed for the door. “I love you, Son.”
“I love you too.”
She was out the door and gone.
Pendleton shivered as he had when his mum caught him with Irene Duffy when he was sixteen. He couldn’t control his mother. She wasn’t a teenager. Seemingly, he couldn’t control anything one hundred percent, particularly her.
Five minutes later a knock on the door said Rogers and Van Meer had arrived. 
“The natives are restless out here,” Van Meer said, as Pendleton opened the door.
“I don’t see any natives.”
“Then you haven’t looked outside.”
Pendleton hurried to the window as Rogers and Van Meer entered. What had been a small group on bicycles had swollen to a crowd of thousands. Most were dressed in the type of Global Realm wear with the insignia on the breast pocket. A few still wore traditional clothing. Many carried flags of support reading, “Save the Planet.”
“You’re in charge of security.” Pendleton playfully poked Van Meer in the chest. “Keep these people orderly.”
“Well, they are orderly. But at one time or another, you will have to greet them in person.”
That thought was God-awful uncomfortable.
The three sat down at a round table, and Pendleton pulled out a list of questions. “First, Milton, assess the loyalty of our four key commanders.”
Rogers nodded and gave a folder on each commander to Pendleton and Van Meer. “General Marco Giamo understands the game. He’s convinced General Ruthman to come onboard. I believe we have a strong friend in Giamo and the full support of the former U.S. military.”
“I wish we’d have been able to neutralize Monroe.” Pendleton tapped Giamo’s file in his hand “Edmunds would have allowed us access to the missiles without the necessity of using Professor Cline, but we didn’t. I’m glad we have Giamo onboard now.”
“Next, Vito Costello.” Rogers frowned. “The man’s not the leader the other three are. He’s loyal, absolutely no chance of his leading a rebellion, but he’s not decisive.”
“Can we afford him in his position for three years? Should we make a move now?”
“I plan to give General Sakharov the tactical responsibility over Europe, the Middle East and Africa with your approval,” Rogers said. “I’ll switch Costello into the role of balancing firepower. Seeing to it, areas having an over-balance of weaponry cede their excess to areas with a need.”
“Will Sakharov work well alongside Jarvis Franks?”
“Other than an occasional emotional twitch from Franks, I don’t expect a problem.”
“You have my approval,” Pendleton said. “What about General Tzu Chui?”
“An amazing strategist, leader, and survivor,” Rogers said.
“Do I hear a but?”
“My gut tells me Chui understands the necessity for a one-world government now. He’s onboard with the need for saving the planet. He agrees with the idea of resource and distribution planning from a global perspective, but long term, his profile shows a desire to rule. If anyone would be a challenge to you as First Citizen in the future, it’s Chui.”
“Define future?”
“Chui mentioned ten years several times when discussing Li Ziyang’s plans to wait before breaking away from our union. He said both Ming and Ziyang agreed on a ten-year window. I think Chui will work within that timeframe.”
“What steps would he take to elevate his position and gain control?”
“What would you do?” Van Meer asked.
“Play nice for the first few years, while receiving promotions into positions of influence with key Global Realm executives. Plant seeds of discontent on problems that already exist, and embellish the government’s mistakes. Obtain a silent following, and test out at the highest level. If I didn’t win the role peacefully, I’d assassinate my rival thereby gaining control.”
“Yes, the same formula you used with Eric Throgmorton, your old nemesis.” Van Meer grinned. “And Chui is like you. He supports the mission as you did when you joined the W.F.C. Like all great megalomaniacs, he’s sure he can achieve greater success than anyone else.”
“Define megalomaniac!” Pendleton snapped. He might be a narcissist, but not a megalomaniac.
“A megalomaniac would rather be powerful than charming and feared rather than loved.”
“Well then I’m a mix of the two. I wish to be powerfully charming and lovingly feared.”
“There were three men who conquered most of the known world,” Rogers said. “None were destroyed by military might, Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan, and Timer the Lame. All were megalomaniacs in a sense. All had these traits. They were organized. They gave people a cause to follow them, and they were military geniuses. You have exceeded them all, and with less bloodshed.”
Pendleton smiled. “People have to fear you enough not to try to kill you.”
“Wrong,” Van Meer said. “You have to have invincible protection. Lots of buggers want to off the First Citizen of the Realm.”
He hated to admit the fact that Van Meer was right. The security team for Arthur Pendleton needed as much thought as the security team for the Global Realm.



Chapter 30
 
Beijing, China
Ling Tsi Li, Director of Distribution and Logistics, studied the area around Turpan, China, a long fourteen-hundred miles from the distribution centers on the former China’s east coast. He reminded himself once more that borders had no meaning and sent an email.
“Citizen Karamazov, as a practical matter, your warehouse and distribution center in Irkutsk is strategically located to service the area around Turpan and our former western borders. If we extend our help into southeastern Mongolia, which is 400 kilometers closer to our facility, could you supply our former northwestern border area?”
Within a minute, Li had an affirmative reply. The control board in his office lit up with an interactive map and population schematics. In another five minutes, he and Karamazov had balanced the service areas and received a best practice signal from the computer, which agreed with their redistribution.
Li pushed back from his workstation. Earth was becoming an amazing world. He joined the Global Realm, tested, received the job, and hired his staff based on their specific capabilities and interview results. He automatically forwarded everything he did to Global Headquarters. The Global Headquarters worldwide distribution computer reviewed the data and stored it for consideration at a Global level.
Pendleton’s followers accomplished this with just over a decade of planning, amazing.
Li reviewed the product lists coming in from his field supervisors. The same type products for each social level would furnish every living unit in the world. Depending on availability and profession, each family would have three choices of paint colors for the walls and three choices of decor, each piece of furniture, each fixture, and each utensil—right down to the napkins.
Ingenious, Li thought. He’d examined the materials used in their manufacturing and marveled even further. The construction of the individual pieces would last for centuries. The Global Realm took a minimalist attitude. Humanity wasted too much. A smile crossed Li’s face. Yes, they slaughtered those who resisted. From where he sat, only the stupid chose to resist such a benevolent government. Rid the earth of them, he thought.
#
Near Tabriz, Iran
A reporter for the Global Network Eastern Division sat down in a distribution center in northwestern Iran to conduct an interview with a Russian soldier and an Iranian baker. Outside, forces guarded rubble piled twelve feet high, waiting for Global recycling trucks to cart the material away. The men spoke no English or Mandarin Chinese, and translators guided the conversation. The reporter asked the Russian, “Ivan, how has your role here in the former Iran changed since your army liberated them?”
The soldier sighed. “I’ve gone from a warrior to a relief worker, as the new world order has asked.”
“You sound conflicted by this change of fortune. Please explain.”
“Adjusting to my new responsibilities is stressful. My role in the Russian army was to supply and transport weapons. Now I’m asked to supply the needs of the populace.”
“A much more pleasant task, I would think,” the reporter said.
The soldier gave a thin smile. “As long as the new government is serious, it is a more pleasant task indeed. I’m skeptical. I’ve never lived in a peaceful world. Call me a doubter. I’ll hold my tongue until I believe peace is real.”
“Have you been tested?”
“Yes, in two months I’m to report to the central distribution regional office in Budapest as a product-line supervisor. I’m told my wife has been selected for a job there as well.”
“That seems like great news after all the destruction you’ve seen.”
“They have already transferred my wife to Budapest. Yes, this is great news indeed.”
The reporter turned to the baker, “I understand you are staying here in Tabriz and will schedule delivery routes for food distribution.”
“Yes, I know the area. My business experience with the people here will be useful, and I’m Muslim. They will trust me.”
“Is trust still an issue?”
“Some will never trust. For the rest, trust will be a long process. The government destroyed many holy sites. The people will not easily forget.”
#
In London’s Global Network Western Division
Stan Kaplan, former CNN field correspondent, hurried into his first leadership meeting since his transfer from Atlanta and took his seat. As Director of Field Correspondents, establishing and implementing Global Realm protocol took the highest priority.
Farouk Abdullah, Global Realm Minister of Justice, rose to address the group. “First, we are a group of equals. Yes, there is a structure for reporting. However, as citizens of the Global Realm, we have the same goal. Perform our assignments capably, honestly, and fairly. Now, how are your reporters received by the populace?”
Kaplan squirmed a bit. He’d only been in this job for a week and was still coming up to speed.
“There’s no way to accurately assess,” the head of the network said, taking Kaplan off the hook. “Your Global Security people are always visible. How can individual citizens be honest?”
“That will pass when the people see nothing bad happens when they speak their minds.”
“Then ask us that question another time,” the network head said with a bite in his tone.
Kaplan inched his hand up. “May I make a comment?”
“Go ahead,” Abdullah answered.
“Before I was reassigned, I spent six weeks in the field in the former United States and Mexico. Whoever developed the security team training did a good job.”
“That would be me.” Abdullah said without a change in his stoic countenance.
“The people on the street understand the difference between the Chicago incident and public safety.” Kaplan gulped some water and continued. “Until the average citizen settles into the new way of life, crisis-trained correspondents need to be doing the live reporting, people who covered rebellions and wars. You can’t put the average twenty-something that used to report on local robberies on the street.”
“Agreed, and as you may already have noticed,” Abdullah said. “Our emphasis isn’t on human failings. The news will not point out the flaws of others. We’ll catch and punish criminals without all the media coverage. Our objective is reporting the Global Realm’s efforts to accomplish our objectives and doing so honestly.”
Kaplan mulled that comment over. “We can assist in the openness by emphasizing the Global Realms interest in the public’s opinion without repercussions.”
“Please do.” Abdullah inspected the faces in the room. “Idle hands and drugs almost destroyed our society. I believe you will find that as citizens delve deeply into their work resistance will disappear.”
“Our unit will cooperate in every way to report changes in attitude to you,” the head of the network said.
“Yes, you will,” Abdullah replied.
Kaplan took note of the tone and the demeanor of Abdullah’s response.
Oh my, the words are encouraging, but the tone says ‘stick to the program,’ or else.



Chapter 31
 
Peacock slipped on an evening outfit designed by the Global Realm, red, form fitting with a gold insignia, indicating she’d scored in the upper one percent in all her modules. The meeting with her husband and Doctor Levi would take place in the neurosurgical consultation room. She applied a light blush to her cheeks and examined the hair growth around her incision. Another month and she wouldn’t have to wear a hairpiece.
“Are you ready?” Doctor Pederson asked over the intercom.
“Yes, I’m ready,” she answered.
This meeting would determine her future. Yet, she viewed it as if she were going to a class at the university and knew she’d ace the exam. Peacock went off down the hall, pacing step-by-step alongside Doctor Pederson. Then she took the lead, and he fell in behind her without an instruction to do so. Yes, she would have a successful meeting.
She burst through the door and surveyed the room. Pale blue walls and white wood trim gave the meeting area a clean crisp look. The curved desk behind which Levi would judge her performance shined with polish, so she could see her face on the finish. She visualized him smiling at her and hurrying behind the desk to gain the power position. He’d set her file in the center of the desk before sitting down. She would ignore the file and make eye contact with him. She would stare at him until he flinched. Then she’d have the power, regardless what happened next.
Doctor Pederson sat down to Peacock’s left. The chair on her right she presumed Arthur would sit in. A few minutes passed. Then Levi entered followed by Pendleton. Levi did as she expected, right down to the light thump, as he dropped her file in the center of the table. Thirty seconds later, he flinched.
“Congratulation,” he said. “There was nothing wrong with your cognitive abilities at the time you took the test.”
“If I understand the job track for my modules correctly, I’m qualified to do Van Meer’s job.”
“Absolutely correct, Lovey,” Pendleton said with a lilt in his voice. “But as a back-up, not number one. You need him as a steady mentor for a few years yet, before you could replace a man like Hans Van Meer.”
“Let’s stay on task,” Levi said. “I’ve read all your reports, your consultations with Doctor Pederson and myself, your stress control tests, and your mental and physical evaluations.”
“I have to experience situations outside this hospital to bring my condition under control.” Peacock studied Levi watching her and continued. “There’s nothing more you can do for me in a hospital. Physically, I can compete in extreme martial arts one-on-one with the best and win. How am I doing so far?”
Doctor Pederson nudged her shoulder. “You’re on a roll, but who are you trying to impress, Doctor Levi or your husband?”
“I’m speaking to all three of you. My future is to be determined here. I’m telling you what I want the outcome to be. You rarely have a patient willing to do that.”
He nodded.
“All right, Mrs. Pendleton,” Levi said. “What do you want your life to be?”
She cleared her throat. “First, I crave important work—action, being in the middle of conflict. I need a meaningful job. Second,” she turned to Pendleton, reached out and touched his hand. “Having placed my memories and the information in my files in a comfortable order in my mind, I reached a decision about us. Have you changed your mind about me?”
“Not one wit,” Pendleton said, “I love you more than life. I want you at my side.”
“You’re sure?”
“Absolutely.”
“You understand I do have erratic emotions and intense opinions. What I lack is relational connections. I was forming them with you when Kolb destroyed whatever progress I’d made.” She clasped his hand in hers. “I want to start again, but on the right footing. Arthur, until those connections are reestablished, I’ll be role-playing, like the actress in a movie. I will tell you when my emotions change from self-centered to loving.”
“You’ve always been a challenge, but our talk after the accident near Malibu sealed you forever as my soul mate. I’m the bloody ruler of the world, yet only you have my heart.”
A flush of pride rose in Peacock. “Thank you. You have my loyalty. I’ll defend you, give you children, and play an important role in your plans to save the world. Unfortunately, I can’t be continually at your side. I trained for adventure, for combat, and for espionage. Give me a role that allows me to do what I do best.”
“And what about our children, they need a Mum.”
“You know I killed Thomas Reed.”
“Yes.”
“I was gone for fourteen hours on that mission. We can work out the details.”
“Let Arthur think on that,” Doctor Levi said. “I have more questions.”
“Yes, all right.”
 “What should we call you? You were born Donna O’Connor. Your code name was Peacock in Hercules. Your assignment name is Laverna Smythe-Pendleton, the name many people know. Let’s select one name to move forward with.”
“I’ll always be Peacock! But my public name should be Laverna Smythe-Pendleton.” She smiled at Arthur. “My husband calls me Lovey. No other name will fit. Donna O’Connor is insane. Peacock doesn’t work for Hercules anymore, although she’s closest to whom I’ve become.”
“Fine,” Levi said. “Your Global Realm papers won’t have to be changed.”
“You and I both know I have to come to grips with Donna O’Connor.”
Levi smiled. “That emotional trauma caused your post-traumatic stress disorder and disassociation. Yes, you have to come to grips with her. I’d like to try hypnosis.”
“You can’t hypnotize me. I’m not a good subject.”
Levi reddened.
“I’m sorry. Psychologists tried back in college. I submitted to three attempts. I’m more than glad to discuss everything I remember as far back as I can.”
“We’ll try that starting a month from now. I need to see you function in society for a month first.”
“So I’m going to be discharged.”
“Tomorrow.”
“I have an idea,” Pendleton said. “Van Meer and I discussed my situation today. He thinks I need a team of bodyguards far superior than I have now. This team will respond to threats on my person worldwide.”
“I can lead that team,” Peacock said.
Levi interrupted again. “For the first month, I’ll approve you working as an understudy. The difficulty will be controlling your rage issues.”
“I’m working on them. I’m doing yoga and deep breathing exercises.”
“She brought her rage issues under control in lab testing,” Pederson said, echoing his agreement. “Under fire in the field, we’ll have to see. After a month without issues, I’d release her on the condition she receives gold level medical treatment indefinitely.”
“Gold level medical treatment?”
“You’ve tested in the top one percent in all your modules,” Pendleton said. “That’s gold level, and there is an increased step-up of services in place to see that you continue to perform at that level.”
Levi nodded. “I’ll approve that timetable.” 
He glanced at Pendleton. “Forgive me First Citizen, but you and your wife aren’t much different. She is a sociopath with post-traumatic stress disorder and disassociation. The only difference between you two is the ability to charm and relate to people socially.”
“Van Meer and I were arguing about that. I’m not a megalomaniac. Am I?”
Levi laughed. “Both of you have personalities only one out of four hundred thousand people have. Of those so blessed, thirty-five percent end up in mental institutions, prisons, or homeless—unable to cope. A small fraction, maybe one percent, achieves success beyond imagination.”
“Simply put,” Pederson chimed in. “The two of you could be the salvation of the world or its ultimate destruction. If you focus your talents on grand ideals and achieve them for humanity, you’ll achieve fame beyond words. If not, you’ll end up either dead or despised in the History books.”
“There is a chipper thought,” Pendleton said rising up to leave. “Remember this. Without action now, no one will be alive to write History books.” 
Peacock rushed to hug him and whisper for only him to hear. “I may not be altogether whole. But I’ve longed to make love to you, and I won’t disappoint.”
He kissed her and she felt warm. She moved to nuzzle him, but security forces whisked Pendleton and the doctors away and escorted them out of the room.
A shiver of hope ran through her. She would live to please him and one day realize she wasn’t acting.



Chapter 32
 
Two weeks after the riders rode off with the message from al-Sistani, one returned with wishes of goodwill and hope. Others now carried the message outward. al-Sistani disliked the feeling of confinement, but indeed, he was confined. The Global Realm drew large numbers to its side daily, even in Iran.
This Devil, Pendleton, isolated people. Gas stations closed, except those used by Global Realm employees for work vehicles. Authorized Global personnel turned over their vehicles for electric cars as they became available for use. In most cases, Global transportation moved workers to and from their jobs.
The cell towers came down and only government cellphones worked. The new Global Net had become an educational tool, no Facebook, no Twitter, no emails, except those screened for business purposes. The government issued one personal cellphone limited to seven family contact only, but al-Sistani had none since he refused to expose himself to Pendleton’s thugs. Regular telephone systems were non-existent.
As the riders returned, his information grew. He had Shiite allies in isolated areas of Turkey, Iraq, and Syria. Certainly, the true believers in Iran would not bow to Pendleton. Pakistan, although not Shiite, suffered greatly during the black night when the missiles fell. Many would join in Jihad with him. All was in Allah’s hands.
The Sunni Taliban radicals once persecuted the Afghan Shiites, who were waiting for the coming of The Twelfth Imam. Now they’d joined with the Pashto warlords. They would support al-Sistani. He wasn’t delusional. He understood he couldn’t win a military conflict. Still he could organize a resistance to thwart Pendleton’s plans across the Muslim world.
The West loved comfort. They couldn’t survive without the Global Realm. Not so with the Persian, Pashtun, and Arab peoples. Millions could live as they did centuries earlier and wait for their time of revenge.
One had to think decades into the future, not days. The Chinese made up the majority of Global Realm forces entering Iran to collect weapons, fingerprint citizens, and distribute food in exchange for joining the Global Realm. Their presence forced al-Sistani to leave his home and head to the mountains. So he went and his followers with him.
Allah be praised.
#
Along a path leading to the City of Cizre, a lone rider stopped and studied the landscape. He turned his horse off the path and rode down a graded area through a clump of oak and pistachio trees. Lichen growing on the dead wood smelled like violets, assuring the rider he was in the right place.
He admired the full moon shining low on the horizon near the city on the Turkish-Syrian border. History blessed this place with stories. In medieval Islamic tradition, Cizre is the location of Thamanin, the town founded by Noah at the foot of Mount Judi where the Ark is said to have come to rest, and a "tomb of Noah" can be visited.
The man broke into a clearing and called out, “Grandayatollah al-Sistani sends his best wishes. May Allah bless you.”
Slowly men appeared, walking to greet him from various directions. The horseman dismounted and embraced each with a traditional kiss. The people lit a small fire, and for almost an hour, they talked and ate dates and figs.
The meeting ended in prayer and the rider led his horse back to the path from where he’d come. He rode off to the south and away from the city. The others disappeared as quickly as they had arrived, hurrying off back into the darkness.
All was quiet for several minutes. Then a lone figure hidden among the bushes along the hillside rose and ambled down the slope. He headed out to the path from where the rider had come. He searched in a clump of thick overgrowth until he found his bicycle, pulled it out, and headed toward Cizre at a rapid pace.
#
Light coming through the blinds flickered patterns on Peacock’s wall, like fairies sprinkling blessings. She’d been up for over an hour, showered, and dressed in the latest spring Global Realm outfit, one of five styles issued in her size. Her main event for the day was a debriefing by Doctor Levi. Why she’d felt so impish at their last meeting, she didn’t know. Her psyche fed on controlling every situation.
Today had to be different if she was to be released. 
She reviewed how she would handle all the details, meet the staff, work out arrangements with Anne about George, and then wear her husband out in the bedroom, a task she looked forward to with lustful intent.
She was about to turn on the television for the weather report, when Doctor Pederson knocked on her door. “I have someone to see you, Laverna. An old friend with a lot of things to talk about, can we come in?”
Humph. What could she say? Whoever was there knew she was in. Peacock had no choice but to agree. “Enter at your own risk. I can be quite violent you know.”
“I can be violent as well.”
The unmistakable voice of Beatrice Kolb, her nemesis, flooded a heated anger through Peacock’s body and her arms tensed. The bitch survived after all. If Pederson turned his back maybe . . . No. They’d lock her away if she murdered Kolb.
Doctor Pederson pushed Kolb through the door strapped in a wheelchair. He guided her away from the equipment adorning Peacock’s room. Peacock fixed her eyes on the damage she’d done during her rage. Her suppressed memories poured out. Yes, she’d used a special knife to gouge off Kolb’s flesh. Scabbed scars adorned Kolb’s body. She looked like a buzz saw had ripped her apart.
“Hello Bea,” Peacock said. “Remember me.”
Pederson turned Kolb to meet Peacock’s gaze. “Yes, I remember you well. The last thing I remember was asking you to kill me. Alas, you didn’t.”
“You destroyed my mind. I disfigured your body. Tit-for-tat I’d say. I couldn’t control my rage.”
Peacock saw sorrow form on Kolb’s face. Her instincts said Kolb was faking remorse. But in order to assure her release today, Peacock had to pass this test.
“I’m sorry,” Kolb said. “I put my ego and the science ahead of your humanity. Please forgive me.”
“I’m not mad at you anymore,” Peacock answered, “There’s nothing to forgive. You hurt me. I hurt you. We’re even.”
Pederson frowned. Apparently, he needed to hear her say more.
Peacock swallowed the venom she held for Kolb. “I forgive you.”
Pederson relaxed.
Peacock mused at how well she’d guessed the situation. Inside she could care less if Kolb said she was sorry or not. Truly, Peacock wasn’t sorry. She was insane at the time and did what insane people do. She acted on her thoughts without considering the consequences.
“I have to ask you a question,” Kolb said. “I understand you stopped most of the missiles from firing. Why?”
“I don’t remember actually doing that. But I know why I wanted to.” Peacock selected her words carefully. Kolb didn’t care about the missiles. Levi and Pederson planted that question. “If I’d kept my mouth shut, Pendleton would have killed Monroe with the Stinger attack. The codes and the U.S. military would have been his. Because of me, those missiles were launched, and I was responsible.”
“Why did that matter to you?” Levi asked, standing at the open door.
With a tilt of her head, she said, “I think I’ll keep that to myself.”
Kolb actually chuckled. “No matter what name you call her. This woman is Peacock, unbeatable, unbreakable, and unsympathetic. Even insane, I understand that.”
“You don’t seem insane,” Peacock said.
“You’re being released tomorrow. I’ll never be released.” Kolb sighed. “You could become insane again or die of cancer. You have a forty-percent chance of that happening in the next ten years. I, on the other hand, have catatonic, delirious mania episodes. That’s why I’m restrained. To date, I’ve busted a nurse’s nose, thrown an intern across a room, and destroyed a bunch of equipment.” Kolb smiled. “You wouldn’t think I could by looking at me. The mind is a powerful thing.”
“We’ve tried ECT and benzodiazepines,” Levi said. “She has a condition I’ve rarely seen, if ever, malignant, intermittent catatonia. Meaning, regardless of what we do, the condition will return without warning.”
“Why are you sharing this with me?”
“Both of your conditions involved the use of electrode shocks,” Levi said. “When you return for your evaluation in a month, I want to test the two of you together for similarities and differences in reactions. I wanted this meeting to occur first to see if having the two of you in the same room was even possible.”
“I’m fine with running the tests together,” Peacock said, not at all sure she was.
“Me too,” Kolb agreed. “I always wanted to work with Peacock as a friend.”
I seriously doubt it.
 



Chapter 33
 
Once released, Peacock relaxed her head on her husband’s shoulder. Pendleton’s motorcade turned left out of the hospital grounds and headed toward the Widder Global Headquarters. She’d manipulated Levi and Pederson but had no desire to deceive her husband.
“I’ll be honest with you,” she said. “I remember the logical details of our relationship, where we met, our wedding day, and the time on our island.”
“Not ours anymore. It’s the property of the people.”
“I know.” She wrapped an arm around his shoulders and pulled close. “What I connect with emotionally are the intense physical stimuli—the sex, the attack on us by Lytle, and stealing your secrets without getting caught—all emotional highs.”
Pendleton nodded. “We’ll recapture what you’ve lost. For me, I remember everything clearly. I fell deeply in love with you. Now I have you back, and I’ll make up for what Hercules did to you.”
She squeezed his arm. “Please understand. After the car accident that killed my parents, I willingly shut off my emotions. I chose Hercules, even though they think they chose me.”
Her throat tightened as she spit out the words. “In training, they tortured me. At first, I used my physical prowess to disable my opponents. Then Magnus’s team strapped me naked to a table for two weeks. I was water-boarded, strangled, and humiliated. I didn’t crack.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
Her mind flashed back to Agent Loomis. Her lust for Loomis raced out of control the last time they met. Could she control herself now?
“So you know who you’re married to.” She turned full toward him. “By disconnecting personal emotions, I could be sent on any mission. I’ve had sex with over a hundred men. I enjoy the physical. But only you made me feel safe. I’ve killed more people than you can count. I don’t feel guilt. I can mimic any emotion. Before the car accident, I must have experienced them all. At least that’s what I thought.”
“How so?”
“Doctor Levi says I am the way I am because of survivor’s remorse. He says I’m sorry I didn’t die in the accident. What I’m trying to say is that I live in the moment.” She kissed his ear and whispered. “I can’t promise you if you put me in the positions I’m trained for I would be faithful to you. I can’t say I wouldn’t murder someone who stood in my way. I’m ruthless on a mission.”
“And you’re honest about it.”
Peacock pushed back. “How can you say that?”
“You told me much of this already. Before we married you said, ‘I can’t promise to be faithful to you.’”
Yes, she remembered. “And you still love me?”
“Dearly.”
“Here is what I’ll promise you. I’ll protect you and our family with my life. I’ll develop a shield of protection close around you, so no one can harm you. And I’ll develop a strike force capable of destroying your enemies wherever they live.”
“I believe you.” He unfastened his seatbelt as the motorcade pulled up to the Widder. “Do you want to stay married to me? Your decision to marry me was Hercules’ doing.”
“Yes. I want to learn to give you everything I’m capable of giving. What I can’t promise is what I don’t have in me.”
His bodyguards waited at the doors for the two to exit the vehicle.
“I told you the last time Ursa arranged for us to meet. ‘I will see that your implant is removed.’ I have. I am honest with you. I will love you forever.”
“Should I hide my indiscretions from you? Would that be your desire?”
“Let’s get off on the right foot. There will be no secrets between us. Open and honest, that’s how our life will be.”
“I respect you, Darling.”
#
Her husband stood at the door of what was to be her new home. She’d lived in a hotel before, The Emerald, where she worked in Room 1515. Now she had a family living with her. Her son was here. Would her baby boy reject her? The last time she held him she raged out when they tried to take him from her. What would she do now? Of course, that was the point of her month trial at home.
Steady yourself, Peacock, she thought. You’re Mensa level. You can remain in control and learn normal behavior.
“Are you ready?” Pendleton asked.
“No.”
“Good. No time like the present.”
The door swung open. Anne Pendleton’s broad smile greeted her, and in Anne’s arms, her son cuddled in a blanket, asleep and carefree. 
“Can I hold him?”
“Laverna, of course,” Anne’s voice sang with warmth. “You’re in charge. I’m the backup, available twenty-four seven, like tonight for instance.” Anne winked.
At first, Peacock’s whole body trembled as she pulled her son to her breast. He fidgeted for a second and Peacock’s heart almost stopped. Then George’s breathing returned to his slumber pattern.
Love? Was this what love felt like? If she dwelt on her emotions, she’d fall apart in front of everyone.
Behind Anne was Milton Rogers. She recognized him by name and face. “Milton, you look younger.”
Milton grinned and hugged Anne. “That’s what a good woman does for a man.”
She felt Arthur’s discomfort without looking at him and realized what a strong connection they had. Then an eerie chill cause her to shiver.
“You remember my best man Hans Van Meer,” Pendleton said. “He’ll be your new boss.”
Van Meer raised his hand. “Remember, old boy, the last time the two of us met, we were fighting each other to the death.”
“I had you beaten. What happened?”
“Our good Professor, Thaddeus Cline, hit you square on the back of the head with a Marlins’ bat.”
“I knew you didn’t beat me one-on-one.”
Anne Pendleton’s mouth gaped. Milton Rogers chuckled, hand covering his face. “That’s our dear Lovey,” he said. “When Arthur picks them, like everything else he does, he settles for nothing but the best.”
“School’s out on who is best,” Van Meer said, a glimmer in his eye.
“We’re having lunch after you spend time with George. Then you, Milton, Hans and I need to talk.” Pendleton sniffed the air. “Oh, I think a change of diapers is in order, Mum.”
Peacock almost handed George to Anne at those words. Luckily, she caught herself. She was Mum in this case. Into the bedroom she went, Anne following at her heels. “I’ll let you do it. I’ll just observe for the first time to see if you need help.”
I’m a damn college graduate, Mensa level IQ. Of course, I can change a diaper.
Now if she could get over the smell and find the pins—wait, the thing’s held together with Velcro. Piece of cake!
#
“This is yummy,” Peacock said, having a drink of Global nutrient.
“Yes,” Rogers said. “Europeans and Americans eat too much. Fat is out. Lean is in.”
“Why don’t you tell people more about your plans?” Peacock asked her husband. “All I hear is, ‘All this for the environment?’”
“She has a point,” Van Meer said. “People are numb. They’re still trying to figure out what’s coming.”
“But the testing is far from complete yet,” Pendleton said. “I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”
“There are people living in hovels,” Rogers said. “They’re being fed and clothed. They’re getting work and healthcare. But they don’t know why some of the people in the mansions still live there.”
“What do you suggest?”
“Lay out your ten-year plan with the timetables we developed with Project Enlightenment—how the world will be in the future, the beautification projects, the city reorganization plans, and the enrichment of human minds.”
“You see, Darling,” Peacock said. “I don’t even know where the world is going.”
“We’ve stopped most of the rioting.” Van Meer pointed a finger at Pendleton. “But we’re faced with expectations in underdeveloped countries and apathy among the youth in rich countries. They, up to now, cared less about anything but themselves.”
Her view of Van Meer changed as Pendleton accepted the criticism without throwing a fit. If this man became her boss, she would have to walk carefully, so as not to create a ‘choose me or him’ situation.
“All right.” Pendleton took a spoonful of yogurt and fruit and swallowed. “I’ll speak once a month. I’ll follow the Project Enlightenment plan. Now give me some good news.”
Milton Rogers held up a file. “Our nuclear science team has examined a nuclear fusion-fission process whereby plants using radioactive material produce no waste. In fact, materials now stored as nuclear waste could be reprocessed and used, thereby slowly eliminating radioactive material altogether.”
“I don’t understand,” Peacock said. “How can your team come up with these plans so quickly, when the nations couldn’t reach agreement on any solution?”
“Greed, Lovey.” Pendleton shot her a knowing grin. “The world has never produced the best results. This technology has existed for a long time. However, implementing the program didn’t make the rich richer. I’m not proposing we convert all nuclear plants to the fusion-fission process, only certain safe plants until we’ve disposed of all nuclear waste, and then abandon nuclear plants entirely.”
She stared at her husband with a new respect. She could see the wisdom of his dreams, and she couldn’t argue with the means by which he accomplished them, not with her own rage issues and heartless deeds to deal with within herself.
“Peacock,” Van Meer said, “I’m calling you by your code name as your boss. Information has come to us which may involve you.”
She was straight up in her chair and tuned to Van Meer’s voice.
“One of our informants in Turkey leaked information to us. Grandayatollah al-Sistani, the slimy little bugger, is planning a holy war against the Global Realm, in particular your husband.”
“Who?”
“He’s the former spiritual leader of Iran,” Rogers said, “a dangerous man.”
She nodded. Maybe she knew the name in the past, but the past came to her in little pieces, like a puzzle board that once fit together but spilled out on the floor and needed reassembling. “I’m listening.”
“Riders are crisscrossing Asia and the Middle East making contacts with Muslim militants. In five months, they will meet near Mashhad to plan terrorist attacks, and we will be waiting.”
“And my role?”
“Aren’t you a specialist at this? Do what you did to Reed. Take a small group in and eradicate the bastards.”
Five months—plenty of time—she needed to pick a team, train like mad, and build her own skills into top form. Then she’d construct a game plan and execute. “Can I have my pick of agents?”
Van Meer grinned. “You’re the wife of my friend, the First Citizen. Other than those assigned to other gold level duties, yes, you have your pick.”
“I want at least three people besides myself, Loomis, Magnus, and Felicia Lange.”
“Done,” Van Meer said. “There are real advantages having your wife as head of your personal protection team. She’ll always have your best interest at heart.”
“Unless I piss her off and she offs me.”
“I’d rather just have it off with you darling. Screwing is much better if you’re alive.”
“Oh my,” Rogers laughed. “This one fits right in with the boys.” 
#
Beatrice Kolb threw a chair across her room. The legs bounced harmlessly off the wall and rattled for a few seconds. Those bastards Levi and Pederson, so stupid as to think she could ever cooperate with Peacock. She had one month to plan how to murder the bitch.
Even though she’d never seen Major’s face, she loved him. “We could have been a team, Peacock,” she said aloud. “The science could have propelled our civilization into a new era of understanding. However, Pendleton controls everything now. He’s won.” She pointed her finger at an imaginary Peacock. “The only way I can find peace is to murder you and drive him mad.”
She examined her hospital garments, comfortable, form fitting, and totally dull. Into the bathroom she went. A ritual she performed several times a day. She tossed her robe aside and glared at Peacock’s work. Death would have been better. Her once sensuous figure and striking face repulsed her.
The Hell-like road map embedded in her mind. Ugly highways of scars led to her left nipple, now only an oozing scabby mass. Her attack on Peacock must be swift, painful, and deadly. Peacock must suffer, but in the end, die. Only then could Kolb rest.
Leaving her robe on the floor, she left the bathroom and paced about her twelve by twelve foot room naked, wringing her hands. How could she sneak a weapon into the next meeting with Peacock, and what kind of weapon did she need? A flurry of ideas crossed her mind as she stared at her shoes lying in the corner of the room.
What if? The what ifs were coming in waves. Obviously, she could tie several shoelaces together to make a whip. Then what, maybe wrap nails or razorblades into them to cut her enemy? That would disfigure Peacock but not kill her. She could make a shiv out of Plexiglas. Her cosmetic case was made of the stuff—sharp, brittle enough to break off inside her victim. If she could hone a three-inch piece, she could stab Peacock through the Carotid Artery. Plexiglas could be the killer weapon.
Unfortunately, the woman was an army unit by herself. She had to knock Peacock out. Making Chloroform was easy. Fingernail polish remover was Acetone based. There was common bleach in the cleaning locker and rags to administer the deed. All she had to do was think of a way to maneuver Peacock to where she could cover her nose and mouth. Kolb had a month to prepare.
It’s madness. I’ll most likely die. But, so will she.




Chapter 34
 
Peacock edged the bedroom door closed and slipped to the bathroom. A quick, cool shower to get the sweat off from a long day of meetings. Dinner surprised her. The tasty cuisine brightened her spirit. To think even those in the poorest areas of the world were eating this well gave her a sense of pride in her husband’s dream.
As she rubbed a peach body lotion between her breasts, the thought of sex with her husband rushed through her brain, stimulating an increase of dopamine production. Peacock learned under Doctor Levi’s care that continuous brainwave traffic to that region of the hypothalamus forged a direct line, like an express train directly to the area. She loved the sensation.
Pendleton entered the room and closed the door. “Mom’s tucked George in for the night, and she and Milton are watching the latest on the news on the Pacific clean up.”
She stepped to the doorway of the bathroom dressed only in a towel and said, “Do you remember the first night we made love?”
“Indeed I do, Athens, Greece, at the Royal Villa Grand Olympian Resort.”
“I remember the emotions. If I have any left, I’ll find them.”
“A quick shower and we’ll give it a go.”
She climbed into bed as her brain fired wildly and her blood flow increased to the places where it counted most. Some life she’d fallen into, married to the world ruler and a man’s man in the right department, she had no complaint.
Her lover approached her bed smelling like nectar. For the next three hours, she lost herself in his charms.
#
Four o’clock in the morning, and Peacock hadn’t slept at all. She’d finally worn him out and felt a certain pride in her ability. He ruled the world and he could win the heart of any woman he desired, yet he desired her, tart that she was. “I want to be faithful to you, Darling,” she whispered. “God, I’m still contracting from the thrills. Whatever Kolb did, I thank her for this.”
Pendleton lay on his stomach, face turned to the side, fast asleep. When the semi-violent erotic struggle ended in orgasm for the both of them, he allowed her to continue even with him spent, until all the quivering and convulsing subsided. Then he loved on her, gently massaging her neck and shoulders, kissing her eyes, and whispering thank you in her ears. She absorbed it all and returned what she had to give.
He looked so boyish relaxed as he was. She realized she was humming and felt like a teenager, or at least like what she thought a teenager would feel. When the sun came up, she’d spend a few hours with her son, and then go off with Van Meer to train for her position.
She snuggled next to her Arthur and enjoyed his warmth. Then a pain flashed through her head just behind her eyes, and she bit her lip. The pain subsided, a reminder of the briefness of life and joy.
#
Crawling on the ground forty feet with live gunfire firing two feet over her head, Peacock reached the training tunnel and dove into its four-foot opening. She crouched down, moving on through water up to her ankles to the other side. Two of Van Meer’s martial arts specialists leapt upon her as she exited. 
Don’t kill them.
Difficult though it was, she managed to hold back the final killing blows. 
“Proceed,” Van Meer called out, and she left her two assailants stunned and bleeding. Up the wall-rope, she went, swung over, and dropped fifteen feet into mud. The steadily growing rage within her mind caused her adrenalin to spike as she flung the final bags of cement out of her way, grabbed the revolver handed to her at the door of the house-search course, and entered.
Her entrance required her to tumble through the doorway, come up firing her weapon, and hit the red targets, avoiding the blue, which represented children and innocent hostages. She couldn’t leave a room without eliminating all enemies and harmful ordinance first.
She cleared the upstairs and came down into the back of the house toward the exit door. Red spots in her vision made clear identification troublesome. Her instincts took over as her headaches grew into a rage. As she exited, a course instructor pointed her toward where Van Meer was waiting for her. She grabbed him and flung him across the training area, before she could stop herself and gain control.
“I’m sorry,” Peacock yelled. “Don’t get close to me when I’m in fight-mode.”
Van Meer called out, “Are you all right, ole boy?”
“Fine, except for my pride.”
“Brush off and grab a soda.”
Peacock bent at the waist until her headache stopped and her eyes cleared. Then she sat down under a tree with Van Meer. She should tell Levi about her eyes and her headaches. Yet, these reactions during combat happened under Kolb’s control as well, and she felt sure they would subside.
“Jolly good show,” Van Meer said with a Cheshire cat grin.
“I’m rusty, but the basic tools are still here.”
“I’d hate to run into you in mint condition.”
“Yes, you would.”
“You’re everything Ursa and Magnus said you’d be and more.”
“Ursa and Magnus, you’ve talked to them?”
“Ursa’s responsible for Western security. Your husband follows the motto, ‘Keep your friends close and your enemies’ even closer.’ I believe Ursa to be a valuable man.”
“And Magnus?”
“You mean Carter Pike. Ursa, by the way, is really Robert Hurst. We won’t be calling you Peacock, except on a mission. We’ll be using Global Realm names from now on.” Van Meer placed a call from his government cellphone. “Bring out Laverna’s teammates.”
#
Agent Alan Loomis normally feared nothing. However, he’d screwed the First Citizen’s wife, and the assignment he was about to accept would take every bit of his skill at self-control. Laverna picked him, Carter Pike, and Felicia Lange for Pendleton’s protection unit. For Loomis, working for Laverna would be hell—not because he didn’t like her, but because he more than did.
He’d been a carefree soul until she entered his life. Good looking, available, and a confirmed bachelor, Loomis enjoyed adventure, love, and a la dulce vita life. 
“They’re waving us over,” Felicia said and opened the door leading from the Letzigrund Stadium business office. The three crossed the street to the training grounds located to the southeast of the main stadium. The gorgeous architecture of Zurich and the snowcapped mountains surrounding the city stunned Loomis. 
Laverna stood and waved to them. He wondered if Laverna held any feeling for him at all, other than the boy toy she’d made of him. Loomis flushed. With the sunlight flickering through the trees behind her, she glowed like a Greek goddess. The Global Realm two-piece sports outfit she wore flattered her hourglass figure, and her red hair and blue eyes recalled for him the passion that was Laverna Smythe Pendleton. Yes, she was married to Arthur Pendleton. Approaching her could mean death. Nonetheless, the magnetism he experienced with each step drew him to the conclusion he must find a way to tell her how he felt.
#
At the sight of Felicia Lange, Peacock’s heart jumped. The last time she’d seen Felicia, she knocked her out cold. In fact, all three of the people coming toward her had unpleasant partings due to her rage and insanity.
Felicia hugged her close and Peacock whispered, “I’m sorry about drugging you.”
“I didn’t feel a thing. I love you, Boss.”
Carter Pike gave her a hug when Felicia stepped away. “All’s forgiven. I’m glad you’ve got that probe out of your head.”
She grinned at him. The hug was enough. She didn’t need to say a thing.
Then she faced Loomis. He smiled at her and said, “I was shocked when told you picked me for your team.”
Peacock laughed. “The three of you are the best I know.”
She hugged Loomis close and said, “Say anything to Arthur about us and I’ll cut your balls off.” Then she continued, “Other than now, I can’t touch you. I’ll lose control of my senses.”
He nodded.
She sensed a little joy flow through Loomis. She’d told him volumes, too much. He’d have to deal with his emotions as well. Not love by any means, but their bodies lusted when near each other.
Van Meer motioned them all into their chairs. “I’ve selected three additional team members for you. They were key players within the Sons of Tiw. They’ve never faced any of you in battle.”
“They couldn’t have,” Peacock said. “I killed everyone who opposed me.”
“Well now you’re on our side,” Van Meer quipped, with a bit of an attitude behind his words. “We’ve found a team of seven with a strong team leader is ideal when supported, as you will be, by whatever Global Realm resources you need.”
“When will we meet our new partners?” Loomis asked.
“Now,” Van Meer answered. “Remember Arthur has been planning for fourteen years how a one-world government should operate and putting together the resources to run it from square one. I’ll introduce each of your partners individually. They have already been briefed on each of you.”
Peacock’s interest peaked. She’d assess how each walked and talked, expressed his or herself, and most importantly how they made eye contact.
Van Meer waved one finger. A large bearded man, bare-chested and muscled, loped quickly across the street and over to them. He greeted Peacock first by clicking his heels and reaching out his hand with a formal, “Pleased to meet you, Madam Pendleton. I’m Klaus Bruegman. I used to work in the circus—traipse, acrobatics, and daredevil stunts. I’m at your service. Oh, and I’ve killed people as well.”
“German?” she asked.
“Austrian,” he answered.
“Welcome Klaus, how many people have you killed?”
He took a step back. “You get right to business. On missions in the Balkans and along the Caspian Sea, I killed fourteen, one unfortunately accidently. A group of terrorists had a hostage dressed as one of them, and I failed to see she wore different colored shoes.”
“You were with the Sons of Tiw how long?”
“Nine years of continuous service.”
Van Meer waved again with two fingers in the air.
Felicia chuckled. “You’re gonna have two soul sisters on your team.”
“Hardly,” Van Meer said.
The woman, brown, lean, but nimble strode up to the group. She saluted Van Meer, ignored the others, and stood straight-backed in front of Peacock. “It is said, ‘If a man says he is not afraid to die he is either lying or a Gurkha warrior. I am Sharesca Baidya from Nepal.”
“Are you as tough as a male Gurkha, Sharesca?”
“Tougher, and call me Cher.”
“Welcome to the team, Cher.”
Van Meer waved a third time and a short Asian man with ham-hock thighs and Popeye arms raced toward the group. He did a somersault and landed with a bounce on his feet. He, too, saluted Van Meer. Then he bowed to the others, and asked Peacock, “Woman, why should I work for you?”
Peacock’s mind flooded with rage. She smiled at him and said, “Because you show no knowledge of strategy. You confront without understanding your opponent. Sun Tzu once said, ‘If you know yourself and you know your enemy, you need not fear the outcome of a hundred battles.”
She locked eyes with him, and his face turned from arrogant to thoughtful. “Then I accept my role. I’m Shin Mao Ming from China and will learn strategy from you.”
Van Meer stood. “The next several days we will be team building. I’m going to teach the first two days. Laverna will teach the rest of the time.”
“I don’t watch the television much,” Shin said, “Our dress and insignias, what do they mean?”
Van Meer nodded. “Good question. We all work for the government. Therefore, our basic outfits are black. The six of you have blue Global Realm insignias designating you as professional level. Laverna and I have gold Global Realm insignias to designate we are Global executives. I have two stripes indicating I’m second tier. Laverna has one stripe indicating she’s first tier. Her husband has three stripes indicating top tier.”
“Who is her husband?” Shin asked.
“First Citizen Pendleton,” Van Meer replied.
Shin’s eyes widened. “I see I have much studying to do.”



Chapter 35
 
“I hate bloody speeches,” Pendleton grumped.  He grinned as Lovey brushed specks off his shirt and straightened his collar. He never asked about the bruises or the cuts she showed up with some nights ago, after working all day under Van Meer’s rigorous routine. Lovey gave three hundred percent to her job and to being a wife and mother.
Two hours minimum each day, she and Arthur bonded with George while Anne sat off reading. Anne was, however, available when neither of them knew what George was trying to tell them. Lovey had become more affectionate, talking with Arthur at night before making love to him. Asking him questions and offering advice with a soft touch and a sweet voice. She even told him she was falling in love with him again.
She and Kolb were set to meet later in the week for a joint session with Levi. That concerned him, but now Pendleton had to concentrate on his blasted speech. Standing before a crowd of supporters energized him, but speaking to a green light and a camera disturbed him. He grabbed his notes, refusing to use a teleprompter. Lovey kissed him gently, and Pendleton took his seat in front of the cameras with Van Meer and Lovey’s crew of six trained agents guarding the room.
“Ode to the Common Man” played over both broadcasting networks. Then Pendleton greeted the world. “I want to thank all of you who have complied with the first three requests made by your Global government. You will find great rewards will come through obedience, both for the world and you individually. For those of you who are defying the law, the consequences will be dire.”
He paused while a film of rioting in New York and Mexico City from a few weeks earlier ran. The film concentrated on the complete destruction of protesters.
“Some may ask, ‘Why such a harsh response?’ The answer is simple. The government wishes to protect the rest of the population from harm.” Pendleton managed a smile. “Let’s review our first mission. We asked three things be done. First, we asked all citizens to assist in cleaning up the mess we’ve made of our earth. I’m happy to say no arrests or rioting occurred over this. You will see in the near future the benefits of your cooperation.”
Films of drug deals, gunfights, auto thefts, and armed robberies ran for two minutes.
“Our second request was that all arms and drugs be turned over to law enforcement. Here is where we have run into the most opposition.” Lovey had told him to moisten his lips and relax when delivering a difficult message, so at this point he did as she instructed. “Why should ninety-nine percent of the population hide in fear of the one percent who harbor firearms and commit crimes? Why should someone refuse to turn over his or her firearms, since money is meaningless? We are serious. If we find you with a firearm after tomorrow, we will arrest you and sentence you to one year at hard labor. If you resist, you will be shot.”
He wiped the sweat off his face and sighed. “Mankind has tried republican forms of government, dictatorships, socialism, and democracy. None of those ideologies works because of greed. I wouldn’t be in power except for greed. I was able to amass most of the world’s wealth, because your leaders thought more about themselves than they did about your future. You might ask, ‘What is the Global Realm going to do with the gold, silver, and precious stones of the world?’ We'll use those materials as art on our new public buildings. Everyone will enjoy seeing them. Their value is in their beauty—a beauty everyone should have access to.”
He could see the crowds in the street outside the Widder and gained strength and encouragement.
“Let me paint a vision of the future for you. We must turn around the damage done to the earth by mankind or face extinction. In the next five years, the ocean levels will overrun much of the coastlines along the continents. The temperature of the world will rise two more degrees on average before the results of our efforts take effect. But steps taken now will turn things around in another fifty years.”
The crowds outside stood aghast, as though they’d never expected things were this bad.
“You have no need for three cars in a family. You will not be allowed to waste half the food you’re given. Every time mankind clears vegetation to build for profit, we drive another stake into the heart of our planet.” He inhaled and pointed at the camera. “Will those in dire poverty have their lives improved by what we do? Yes. Will those who live in massive estates lose much of what they have? Yes. But they will not be poor, nor will they starve.”
#
Peacock’s mind ran wild as her husband laid his agenda out in front of the world. She’d been on the wrong side working for Hercules, but neither she nor her partners had realized that. Her father touted democracy as the ideal way of life. He raised her to believe America and the free world were the answer to the world’s dilemmas.
Her attention to Pendleton’s safety gave her a view of him she never had when she worked for Hercules. The difference in leadership style between her husband and Monroe was dramatic. Pendleton actually desired the best for humanity, despite humanity’s flaws and foibles.
The world’s opinion seemed to be gradually turning in Pendleton’s direction. For the first time in her life, she had a real family. Her husband, her son, and his mother made for a stable support system. Times like now caused her to think she was undeserving of his love. Her brain suffered injuries beyond any doctor’s ability to repair. God was the only answer, and she still believed God didn’t like her.
Her husband’s voice changed pitch, and her attention switched back to him.
#
“I’m not anti-Muslim. Like everyone else, if they obey the laws the Global Realm rolls out, they may practice their religion.” He had to be careful with his phrasing here, so he didn’t sound like a religious zealot or a moral policeman. “I’m a Christian, a follower of Christ, and a believer in the Son of God. But I will not force anyone to believe what I believe.”
He folded his hands and tried some humor. “I understand we’ve had complaints that the changes we’re making have taken the fun out of life. Personally, I don’t miss commercials one wit. I don’t miss reality shows either, or rock bands, or vulgarity. If you want those things, next month our entertainment career planner will devote an hour a day explaining the coming entertainment centers, their purpose, and their activities.”
He inhaled a deep breath. “In closing, educational programs are a lifelong endeavor. Our goal is to grow each human being to his maximum potential, if that person puts in the effort. Pursuing courses and career possibilities is mandatory for all citizens. Your test results in the career modules you selected to pursue are the basis for placement within those modules, both for work assignments and continued education. Retesting will be done yearly.”
Pendleton wiped the sweat off his face. “Everyone will be tested for the basic core skills, language arts, math and science, history and geography, etcetera. For now, if a person doesn’t speak either English or Mandarin Chinese, he may take these modules in his native tongue. However, all citizens of the Global Realm must learn conversational English and/or Mandarin Chinese to advance to positions beyond the region where they live. Courses have already started in our new universal, online schools and are available at all adult education centers.”
He shot a final smile and said, “Thank you and good day.”
#
Beatrice Kolb’s mind shriveled at the sight of the monster with the glistening blade. “Peacock,” she screamed and made a cross with her fingers. “Leave me alone.”
Pederson opened the door to her room and entered. Kolb leaped from her wheelchair and head-butted him. Luckily, for Pederson, she turned her attention to the eerie shade of Peacock who was cackling at Kolb and slicing at her with a well-honed sabre.
“Leave me alone,” Kolb screamed again and then a prick between her shoulder blades calmed her into dreamland.
#
“Are you sure sessions with both Kolb and Peacock present will accomplish anything?” Pederson asked Levi. “Kolb has catatonic delirium mania, and Peacock is unrepentant.”
“No one can be absolutely sure,” Levi said. “If they can somehow talk out their issues, they may both benefit in the long run.”
“Yes, Peacock will kill Kolb, or vice versa.”
“There will be strict supervision.”
“Really? Are you going to tie each of them down?”
“Well, no.”
“Then one will kill the other.”
Levi’s eyebrows furrowed. “There will be strict supervision.” 



Chapter 36
 
The hills northeast of Mashhad just across the border into Turkmenistan gave a certain comfort. Abounding with wildlife and friendly tribal peoples, al-Sistani lived quite comfortably out of the view of the Global Realm’s Chinese forces. A group of fourteen family members accompanied him, including one of his wives and his seventeen-year old son, Ammad.
The Chinese forces burned opium fields in Afghanistan, and tracked down drug and alcohol traffic along the borders between Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iran. al-Sistani believed he was safe, out of the view of his enemy, with few, if anyone, searching for him.
He wasn’t a fool. With all of his new lines of communication intact, the count of those coming to the meeting near Mashhad exceeded seventy devotees and well-trained leaders of terrorist cells from Turkey to Gaza to the Red Sea. Each man represented five hundred. A traitor could hide in those numbers, so his loyalists would use extreme care and extreme force to meet, plan, and escape with their lives and their mission still viable.
The Global Command awarded Teheran’s steel industry the privilege of melting down scrap steel and iron from old constructions and automobiles. They milled new steel. The huge outpouring of volunteers to clean-up from the bombings showed Pendleton’s message won support among the weak. The efficiency of the food distribution system won the hearts and stomachs of the unfaithful. However, al-Sistani knew who the loyalists were.
He pushed aside the cloth covering over the entrance to his tent. He breathed in Allah’s fresh sweet air, as his son, Ammad, came running up to him. “Khalid has heard the Colombian Revolutionary Guard seeks attendance.”
“I have also heard. They are not Muslim. They are not Shiite. I don’t trust them to be anything but thugs.”
“But father . . .”
al-Sistani raised a finger. “But father nothing. Our fight is against the infidel. We do not ally with infidels.”
“They are the enemy of our enemy, and they can do damage in the Global Realm.”
“We have our own people, remnants of Al Qaida and others. We shall align with them as we find them.”
Ammad shrugged and shuffled off. Such was the impetuousness of youth. 
The place selected for the meeting—the famous Malekabad Gardens—in a servant’s residence near the home of the former Grandayatollah Khamenei. Hiding in plain sight was an art used by the wise. October weather would be cool with gentle winds and a twenty-five percent chance of rain. The courageous would defend the Garden. They were far enough away from the Shrine, if the Global Realm blew them up, the Shrine would stand intact.
Allah will protect, al Sistani thought and knelt to pray.
#
“First Citizen, Pope John the 24th is on the phone.”
Pendleton cocked his head. So the Pope was backing out of his commitment to meet face-to-face. 
“Thank you,” Pendleton answered. He picked up his phone. “Your Excellency, good to hear from you.”
“I’m not willing to waste my time and yours going through formalities. Simply put, I’ll agree that the Vatican is a residence. You’ll agree that Catholics may have a one-time pilgrimage to visit me and our rituals continue undisturbed.”
“Understood and agreed to.”
The Holy Father’s breathing sounded wheezy and he coughed before speaking. “How long will Christians, specifically Catholics, benefit from your generosity?”
Pendleton considered this man’s background. Italian, a Roman, highly intelligent and reasonable, he had tremendous loyalty within his Church. “Obey the laws of the Global Realm, and you’ll receive the rewards of your faithfulness. I’m a Christian. I believe in Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior. However, I cannot make an exception. I’ll offer the same to any faith.”
“I hear your words. I’ve had conversation with your Archbishop. He believes you’re suffering from delusions of grandeur.”
Pendleton bristled. “I’ll tell you what I told him. If my Lord returns in my lifetime, I’ll gladly turn this world over to Him. He’s much more capable of running it than I am.”
“But the means by which you took control aren’t approved by God.”
“Did you love this world when greed ruled?”
“No.”
“Did you approve of the guns and drugs and poverty?”
“Of course not, but. . .”
“Jesus said, ‘Feed the hungry. Give to the poor. Clothe the naked.’ I’m doing what He commanded. When He comes, He’ll deal with my sins.”
“I can take your confession now. Sin is Sin, Arthur.”
The Pope’s tone pierced him. “If I could have accomplished my purpose any other way, I would have. In fact, leaders talked about freedom, but greed allowed humans to abuse other humans in the name of freedom. Politicians talked about giving the people what they wanted. Which people? Individuals want things their own way. No one agrees.”
“I can’t say I disagree, but that’s not my point.”
Pendleton’s throat clogged and he gulped. “In dictatorial nations, the haves ruled over the have-nots using terror, committing genocide and torture. In capitalistic countries, the haves used misrepresentation—Ponzi schemes, market manipulation, and insider misinformation to horde money. I used their greed against them.”
“Again, two wrongs don’t make a right. Two hundred eighty-million people so far have died as a result of your actions.”
“Half of those died rebelling against the Global Realm, not in the conflict preceding. In the former United States alone, five million people died committing acts of rebellion.” He sighed. “I had a choice, save the planet at the cost of millions of lives, or let mankind destroy itself.” 
“But are you repentant?”
“Yes, of course. I dislike the methods, but now the Earth has a chance.”
“I empathize with you and the decisions you were forced to make,” the Pope said. “Call me if you need to talk. I think you’ll find me a good listener.”
#
Security here is a joke.
Beatrice Kolb shut the door of her room and quickly mixed a Dixie cup of bleach with her nail polish cleaner. She’d obtained a small syringe from the medicine supply cabinet when an attendant wasn’t around. She’d won the National Medal of Science Award for Genetic Chemistry for God-sake. She could make chloroform.
She filled the syringe with 33cc’s of the mixture and capped it. If she had the chance to use it, she would. She placed a folded white handkerchief into her pocket next to the syringe and took a deep breath. She taped a shiv to the inside of her left calf just above the pant leg opening of her new Global Realm outfit. The razor whip she slid into an empty toilet paper roll and slipped the roll into her pocket.
Pederson’s voice called her from halfway down the hall. “Laverna Smythe is here, Beatrice. Time for your visit. Are you ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
The question is are you ready?
#
The lights seemed to dim every few minutes. Peacock faced Kolb across a six-foot rectangular metal table. Elaborate electronics connected both women to a brain monitor. At first, the conversation seemed predictably artificial. However, as anger rose and ebbed within her, Peacock convinced herself the lights dimmed and strengthened accordingly.
“Why did you have to be such a rebel?” Kolb asked, in a high snippy tone. “You knew what you signed-up for in Hercules, and you accepted the first implant readily.”
“But you never told me about the second one. I had just begun to feel like a human.”
“A human being—good God, you decided against humanity before coming to us. You agreed to become the ultimate weapon. You betrayed me and you betrayed your duty.”
Peacock focused in on Kolb’s eyes. In an instant, she could finish the job she’d started back at Kolb’s laboratory. “No, you stole me away from Arthur and my baby. You forced this implant change on me. You destroyed my memory. I couldn’t remember much of anything before Hercules.”
“And you didn’t want to, particularly the accident.” Kolb squeezed her arms together across her lap. “You erased the reason for that accident on purpose the moment it happened.”
“I did what!” Peacock edged forward.
“You told me so during your mental adaptation testing your second day in Hercules.” Kolb reddened but didn’t lean back. “Do you want me to tell you why?”
Peacock tried to gulp. She didn’t remember meeting Kolb until a month after she started training. How could this be? Her throat ached from parching. Her tongue dried at the sound of Kolb’s words. She nodded.
“On the road that day, you and your father were arguing about a boy.”
“No. All he said was that I was too bright to waste my time with my boyfriend. He said my talent would take me beyond his dreams and expectations. At least that’s all I remember.”
Kolb sneered. “You don’t remember my testing you. Do you?”
Peacock wanted to strangle her. “No.”
“You screamed at your father, telling him to mind his own business. Then you took off your seatbelt and asked him to pull over and let you out.”
A rush of memories flooded back. Peacock pushed back her chair. “I’m going to be sick.” She grabbed a wastebasket and threw up. “I need to take a break.”
Doctor Levi appeared at the door. “Shall we stop for the day?”
Kolb cackled, “But I was having so much fun.”
Peacock wiped her mouth. “I need a few minutes to gather myself back together.”
Two orderlies rushed in as Peacock ran down to the women’s room. She headed into a stall and leaned against the side. Her father had turned back toward her shouting, “Put that seat belt back on.” That’s when the first impact occurred throwing her free of the car and she blacked out.
My fault, all my fault. 
The nausea subsided after a few minutes, and she pulled herself up to a standing position. Hercules knew what she’d done. They played on her ability to isolate herself from her feelings. They did it with her approval. She inhaled deep breaths and washed her face and hands, then slumped down next to a stall door.
I’m the problem. I always was.
#
“You’re enjoying this too much, Beatrice,” Levi said.
Not as much as what I’m going to do.
Pederson headed out the door. “I’m calling third floor security for additional help.”
“I’m sorry,” Kolb told Levi. “Let me go and comfort her. Maybe we can work things out between us if we’re alone.”
“No, I’m not a fool.”
Into her pocket she reached, squirting the chloroform onto the white cloth. She leapt upon Levi knocking him down and covered his nose with the cloth. 
Easier than I thought this would be.
Kolb dashed out of the room and down the hall in an instant. She’d prayed for an opportunity to kill her enemy, and it fell right out of the sky. Her feet felt lighter than air as she held back from skipping down the hallway. She might not come out of this alive, but what the hell!
She saw the two orderlies guarding the ladies room and grabbed the shiv out of its hiding place. Nonchalantly, she reached for the door handle. 
“You can’t go. . . .” the man nearest her said.
Kolb plunged the shiv into his chest, opened the door and locked it from the inside before the other man could react. Her emotions ran wild. Peacock sat curled up against a stall door in the far corner of the bathroom rocking. “Discovered I’m right, didn’t you, Bitch.”
“Yes,” Peacock sobbed. “You made your point. Still you never should have taken my son from me.”
“You never should have had a son.”
“I wanted to give Arthur a son. I married him with Ursa’s approval.”
“True,” Kolb interrupted, “But that doesn’t matter now.”
Kolb fingered the top of the vial in her pocket. Popping the top off, she poured the remaining contents out on the handkerchief. “Here let me help you up.”
She pulled the chloroform-filled cloth out of her pocket and lunged at Peacock, attempting to cover her nose and mouth with the cloth. Peacock’s eyes shot open. To Kolb’s surprise, she made a direct hit blocking Peacock’s airways. Then she found herself flying backwards.
#
Kolb’s bold attack ignited Peacock’s instincts. She raised one leg and launched her opponent away. The chloroform’s fumes burned Peacock’s nostrils and disoriented her. She stumbled into battle position. Kolb screamed when her back hit the sink-top.
A male voice yelled at the door. “Get me a crowbar or something to pry this open.”
Kolb leaped up, thrusting a shiv into Peacock’s thigh. But Peacock hurled Kolb across the floor, slamming her into the door. 
“Ahhhh,” Kolb screamed, raising herself up to her feet. Peacock charged her, the shiv still lodged in her thigh. Kolb whipped something out of her pocket and blades cut into Peacock’s face alongside her right ear.
Peacock ignored the pain even as Kolb yanked the insidious weapon out tearing flesh off Peacock’s cheek. Peacock threw Kolb bodily into the mirror over the sink. Glass shattered and flew like shrapnel. A sliver the size of a thumbnail lodged in Peacock throat to the right of her voice box and blood spewed skyward.
The door burst open and Pederson rushed in. Peacock glanced down to see blood pouring into the sink. She tried to speak but everything around her dimmed into blackness.



Chapter 37
 
Doctor Pederson flashed a light into Peacock’s eyes and then away. Her throat hurt as it had when The Sons of TIW had choked her half to death. She rode on a gurney heading out of an operating room.
“Kolb attacked me,” Peacock managed through the pain.
“We know. She managed to make three separate weapons to even the odds in a fight with you. But she failed.”
Peacock tried to sit up. “She scarred me for life.”
“Relax. Let me talk.” Pederson pushed the gurney into her old room in the hospital. “Arthur’s been informed. We’ll release you tomorrow, if you don’t develop further problems. I’ve patched the artery in your neck. Your thigh wound is deep, but superficial. It took twenty-one stitches to sew up your face. Skin grafts are possible, but the chunks that came off can’t really be grafted back.
“Superficial? My thigh hurts like hell.”
“Still superficial,” Pederson said. “Kolb’s head and neck suffered fatal injuries from the impact against the mirror. You’re one strong warrior, Laverna.”
She made a fist and raised it in response. Good. The wicked witch was dead. 
Pederson sighed. “Before you can heal your mind, Warrior Woman, the Laverna Smythe Pendleton you are today needs to forgive the Donna O’Conner you were when the accident occurred.”
She didn’t want to hear this, but she hurt when she attempted to speak.
“You made a huge leap today, Laverna. Kolb helped you remember your past. I’m sure Doctor Levi will agree.”
“To what will I agree,” Doctor Levi asked as he ambled into her room.
“That Laverna made great progress today.”
“Yes, you did. Our Doctor Kolb, sad to say, not so much.”
Peacock listened as the two physicians talked about her as though she wasn’t in the room. 
“She’ll need several months of follow-up,” Levi said, “particularly now that she’s rediscovered her past. She’ll have issues with guilt.”
My psychological problem with my face is what sucks right now.
“Nothing more needed on her medical condition,” Pedersen said examining her neck. “A couple weeks’ time will heal these injuries. Meet with me twice a month during the day. Healing your guilt will heal your rage as well.”
#
Two cups of coffee in his hands, Doctor Levi headed into his temporary office in Zurich. Doctor Pederson opened the door for him. Levi would be heading back to Israel in two weeks. “Good god, I need a drink,” Levi said. “I’m exhausted, mentally and physically.”
“Pendleton married an interesting woman.”
“Pendleton married a woman his equal. Her head’s straightening out, and I suspect she’ll have Van Meer’s job in three years tops.”
Pederson plopped down on a comfortable leather sofa and rubbed his arm. “I should be trained in Jujitsu.”
“Jujitsu won’t help you with Laverna. Being her friend will. She’s a genius who fell into the hands of Beatrice Kolb. I knew Kolb from before Hercules, pure evil that woman. Laverna will tear herself apart with guilt if not handled properly.”
“She could. But I’m betting she’ll throw herself into Pendleton’s arms, confide in him, and release all her guilt.” Pederson grinned. “Her biggest challenge will be to keep her edge as the predator she is.”
Optimism wasn’t one of Levi’s strongpoints. “She’ll always be a predator. She’ll always be a siren. The scars will make her that much more desirable to most men. The best she can hope for is to balance those givens with her intellect and self-control.”
“What are her odds of remaining cancer-free and sane?”
Levi shook his head and silently poured his friend a drink. “I’m not one to bet.”
#
A week after Kolb’s death and home from the hospital, Peacock rocked George to sleep and then held him close in the dark, more for her comfort than his. Most of her childhood memories flooded back after Kolb’s revelation, and they haunted her when she was alone. She’d been a spoiled brat, coddled by her mother and nagged at by her father, who bombarded her with his pulpit teaching while her mother rolled her eyes and said things like, “Give her a chance to learn about life on her own, Jim. Like you and I did, okay?”
Strange, she thought, I never saw the boy we were arguing about after the accident. I dated a lot of men, but not for love, only for the physical, and only until the physical happened once. Then I tossed them aside.
Arthur Pendleton gained a strong foothold inside her soul. He loomed larger and larger as a lover, protector, and father for their son. More than those things, she needed to hear his voice and feel him close at night. Donna O’Conner and Laverna Smythe Pendleton had fallen in love.
Peacock, unfortunately, had different wiring directing her. In her role as the defender of her leaders, love had no place. Respect, honesty, loyalty, and unwavering zeal drove Peacock. Yet, even with those things working in her, rage and passion made her effective and without conscience. Like an addict on crack cocaine or meth, her fix came through combat, lust, and subterfuge. She and Arthur needed to talk.
She put her son in his crib and turned down the bed. Her husband might come home tonight or maybe not. Until he’d filled the twelve regional government positions, the responsibility fell on him to attend meetings and make decisions.
She chuckled at the thought that he’d ever be unfaithful. He was too busy. If he’d had an affair, she’d feel less guilty about her own sexual infidelity. He wouldn’t have an affair. He loved her.
At two in the morning, she awoke to the key turning in the lock. An exhausted Pendleton limped through the door and collapsed into his side of the bed, kicking his shoes across the room. Snoring soon filled the silence.
#
In the morning, Peacock awoke to find Arthur in the same position he’d been in when he fell asleep. She made coffee and wrote down things to talk to him about. Occasional sounds of gunfire during the night reminded her not everyone complied with government orders, unfortunate for the disobedient.
With the smell of coffee filling the room, she whispered in his ear. “What’s on your schedule today, my love?”
He half-opened one eye. “Have you forgotten? You’re sitting next to me tonight. This is the evening we broadcast live the announcement of the formal Global and Regional organizations. By January 1st the duties of the regional governments will be placed in their hands.”
How this man could snap into his First Citizen role out of a deep sleep surprised even her. 
“When can we have an hour or two to talk? I need you to help me in a difficult time.”
His face brightened, and he looked at his watch. “Five hours of sound sleep and coffee perking. Give me fifteen minutes, and I’ll give you two hours of undivided attention.”
She realized she was sweating. God, how would he react to what she had to say? Still, he needed to know, and he needed to know now. Peacock rolled her words through her mental filters and strived to find the exact way to explain her inner self to him. She knew who she was—three separate personalities in one frame. She heard the shower turn off and some glorious singing. The man had a solid voice. Then the door flew open and her husband came out smiling.
“Now, Lovey, I’m all yours.”
“I hope you’ll be when we’re done.”
He took her hand with a strong grip, yet surprisingly gentle. “I’ll hear you through the ears of love.” He traced the lines of the scars Kolb etched on her face. “I love you.”
“We had a breakthrough in the hospital the day Kolb attacked me.” She watched his face. If Levi had called him, he didn’t let on. “Kolb revealed something about my past, and most of my pre-Hercules memory came back.”
He gazed at her as though absorbing her being with his eyes. “Then why are you afraid?”
“I know the real me. I’m not an innocent victim. I’m a nasty, selfish little girl, who caused my family’s death. Then I hid inside myself and denied my guilt.”
He cuddled her in his arms, as tears poured down her face.
“I’m sorry. I’m blubbering like an idiot.”
“Well, you’re a bloody good looking one.”
“But don’t you see? I use my body as a weapon. I’m evil, Arthur. I seduce, steal secrets, murder like a black widow spider, and Hercules saw the real me. They programmed me using the skills I already had.”
“So far you’re not telling me anything I haven’t expected.”
“I told Kolb the truth during a mental adaptation test my second day in Hercules.” Peacock pushed herself closer to her husband nestling in next to him on the bed. “I didn’t remember meeting Kolb until a month after I started training. Yet I had met her and suppressed that meeting. I told her, ‘On the road that day, my father and I were arguing about a boy.’”
“That’s a normal thing to argue about.”
“But all I remember was him saying, ‘You’re too bright to waste your time with a boy like that.’” Peacock coughed and her throat tightened. “Kolb said I told her that I’d screamed at my father, telling him to mind his own business. Then I flung off my seatbelt and demanded he pull over and let me out. He turned to make me put it on and the accident occurred.”
Pendleton sighed deeply. “I can only image how heavy a blow that revelation was to you.”
“I know now what Kolb said is what really happened. I remember everything clearly.”
“Lovey, you didn’t cause the accident. Circumstances came together in a bad way.”
“If I hadn’t been arguing with Dad, he might have avoided the crash. I buried the memories, so I wouldn’t have to face myself—the arrogant witch that I am—the real Donna O’Conner.”
She waited for Arthur to push her away. Instead, he held her lovingly in his arms and gently rubbed her back. “What do I do? I’ve been running from the monster in my mind, and it’s caught up with me.”
“We all have our monsters, and you can’t go back and change what’s happened.” He sat her up straight and put a hand on each of her shoulders. “Here’s what I know about you. You’re everything you’ve said you are, and probably worse in some areas.”
Here it comes, she thought. Surely, he’ll divorce me.
“But I’ve seen another side of you. I know you as my wife, and I know you love me. I also know you love George. Even insane, you tried to stop the missile launches to save peoples’ lives. Be less harsh on yourself.”
“I do love you. I love you the best I know how. I’m afraid. The way my brain’s been wired when I’m under an attack, even imagined, I go into a rage and either become sexually uncontrollable or so violent I can kill anything and anyone around me.”
“You didn’t kill Polaris, or Magnus, or even Ursa. You didn’t kill Kolb for that matter until she forced you to.”
“How do you manage to be so forgiving where I’m concerned?”
Pendleton puckered his lips, scrunching them up as he thought. Peacock almost laughed. He looked so silly. His face softened. “I believe God, not Hercules, brought you to me. I have what you lack. I like myself—and you. I don’t doubt what the future holds, and I don’t regret the past. You have what I lack. You read my moods and know when I’m mad and frustrated. You’re charming to my friends and more cunning than I.” He patted her hand. “You stole my plans and I never suspected.”
“See, I’m despicable.”
“You also saved my life. I married the best, and I’m never going back on my vow.”
“But what if I fail? What if on one of these missions under the tension of the moment, I give in to my lust?”
“On the beach in Athens you told me what you were. You stepped up and admitted it. Let me ask you a question.”
“All right.”
“Would you rather I divorce you and have you as a mistress and mother of my children?”
Not being married to Arthur was a thought she couldn’t entertain. “I love you. I chose you over Hercules. My only regret is marrying you while knowingly being an agent. Maybe someday we could get married again.”
“The Archbishop of Canterbury is coming to see us in a few weeks. We’ll confirm our vows when he comes.”
“How do I forgive myself?”
“Well, you’ve never bought in to my beliefs about God. If you had, you wouldn’t be struggling with that question.”
Peacock smoldered for a second. Her father drummed the Bible at her until the day he died. She’d fought to keep the Scriptures out, preferring not to be held accountable for her actions by anyone, particularly a God who was always right. 
But that’s my problem. Right now, I need forgiveness from a God that’s always right.
Her husband ordered the missile attacks. He murdered his partner, Throgmorton. Arthur Pendleton wasn’t a saint.
“If you can explain to me why you do the things you do and get away with them, I’ll consider your God. I can’t go on the way I am. The guilt I’ve avoided for years is eating away at me.”
“Tonight, Lovey, after the broadcast, I’ll explain what I believe.”
Why not now, Peacock thought, she would have him all to herself for another hour or two just to talk about God. She remembered their walks and talks together. He explained financial matters and how to amass wealth, but he also talked to her about poetry, music, and art. She could listen to him for hours. 
George hiccupped and let out a frightening wail. Maybe her husband was psychic. Her child came before everything else.
“I’ll take care of him,” Peacock said, and lovingly kissed her husband. “And yes, I’ll look forward to talking about God tonight.”



Chapter 38
 
General Jafarzadeh edged his way along the roofline of the servants’ residence near the estate of the former Grandayatollah Khamenei. Al-Sistani selected this place for the meeting with his followers. The famous Malekabad Gardens occupied the site. Captured at his command center when the Russians entered Teheran, fortune smiled on Jafarzadeh when a U.S. missile struck the center killing everyone but him. His finding al-Sistani had been a miracle. He managed to escape to the mountains and stumbled into al-Sistani’s camp, a blessing and a sign from Allah.
From the rooftop, he could see the surrounding area quite well. The garden smells made the air fresh and a feeling of wellbeing filled him, though wellbeing for Muslims these days was a myth. 
How would the enemy attack? al-Sistani and his followers posed no outward threat to the Global Realm. There was no warrant for al-Sistani’s arrest, yet. However, he and his followers were armed. Discovery meant giving up his freedom and his arms to follow Global laws and become a citizen—something the Grandayatollah would not do.
Did Pendleton know what al-Sistani planned to do? One could not overlook that possibility. Regional law enforcement wouldn’t be a worry. However, if Pendleton knew about the meeting, he would send his Global Special Operations forces. If combat broke out, regional law enforcement would come in support of Global forces. When that happened, al-Sistani would have no way of winning that battle.
How would Pendleton’s thugs arrive? They would wait until the meeting started, come into the house from the Garden, and murder everyone inside. How would they dress? If on foot, they’d wear normal Muslim attire. If by attack helicopter, they’d dress in black Global military uniforms.
General Jafarzadeh would gather over three hundred warriors and spread them out along Malek Abad Boulevard and the surrounding streets. Inside the courtyard on the roof of the house, he could position a dozen men with rifles. Foolishness? Knowing his enemy’s capabilities, precaution wasn’t foolishness.
Jafarzadeh hurried back down and into the house. Khamenei’s servants had lived well. The huge kitchen would be busy during the meeting, as the attendees needed plenty of food. The large living room would be set up for the comfort of those attending. Three bedrooms slept six. Two bathrooms, plus a prayer room as large as a Western study, finished off the house.
He opened a trap door in the washroom behind the kitchen.  Five steps led down to a stone cellar with a reinforced stone ceiling eight-foot-by-eight-foot and five-foot high. The cooks would store the meat here prior to preparing it. The cellar could provide some shelter against mortar attacks, if they had warning. He made note. 
The general would not choose this place, but he had no say. He’d position his men and ask for Allah’s protection. Maybe al-Sistani’s son, Ammad, would convince his father to meet elsewhere.
#
Peacock disliked the spotlight. The world would now see her face as Laverna Smythe Pendleton battle scars and all. There was no fancy dress—black government attire and the gold symbol and gold stripe on her arm to show her position. Men and women gathered dressed in colors to match their station and rank.
As she peered around before the broadcast, she noticed twelve flags flying from the ceiling behind the stage at the Zurich Development Center Auditorium. The twelve regional governors were dressed in the color of their regional flag. Peacock shook her head as she realized that one look told person in the Global Realm what occupation track each person was on, what level within that track, and what regions of the world the person came from.
People filed into the auditorium by invitation from all over the globe. Her husband greeted them and introduced each one to her by name without notes. No wonder he’d pulled off the impossible and brought the world to its knees. He controlled armies upon armies of soldiers in all areas of skill who believed in what he was doing.
The streets of Zurich glowed through the large auditorium windows with hundreds of additional lights. People, hoping to get a glimpse of Pendleton, packed the avenues in all directions. 
When the last invited person had arrived and been greeted, her husband escorted her up on the stage to cheers. She smiled appropriately. 
“Before we air,” he said, “rumors that my wife has in some way been disloyal to our cause must stop now. I have such faith in her. I’m announcing today that she now reports to Hans Van Meer as head of my personal security team. If any of you object, I’m sure she’ll be willing to kick your arse one-on-one.”
A roar of laughter burst out, and Peacock took a deep breath and took her seat. The cameraman waved and the twelve regional governors took their seats under the flag that represented their region of the world. The countdown commenced—three fingers, two, one, green light.
The announcer introduced Pendleton, and Pendleton introduced the regional governors and then Peacock. “Seated next to me is the head of my personal security team, my wife, Laverna Smythe Pendleton, a former key agent for the United States.”
A sense of pride filled her, not in his words, but from the loving tone in his voice. She waved, then turned her attention to the security chatter coming through on her earpiece from her team. She checked her cell for updates from Felicia, who monitored the crowds outside. Her protégée had removed two rowdy people out of a crowd of well over twenty thousand—better than at a political convention.
As the broadcast was ended, a text appeared on Peacock’s cell from Milton Rogers. It read:
The public reactions are overwhelmingly favorable, except for the former United States and Canada. There the reaction is 50/50.
Peacock texted back. That’s because we Americans are spoiled brats.
“Finally,” Pendleton said. “Our regional governors will release all prisoners convicted of crimes not a part of Global Realm law. Those already convicted of crimes that violate Global Realm law will have their sentences changed to the Global Realm penalty for said crimes.”
He reached over and touched Peacock’s hand. She gripped his. “Terrorism, murder, treason, and certain types of sedition are life sentences and require removing citizens from society to protect society. Convicted prisoners will be housed in top level security prisons now being built in Magadan, Siberia, South West Wilderness, Tasmania, Kerguelen Island, Madagascar, Paengyong-do, an island off North Korea, and near Narsaq in southern Greenland.”
He inhaled and seemed to revitalize. “Now for a special announcement, four years hence a competition will be held between the regions, an Olympics running the entire year—winter sports in February through March and summer sports in August through September. A year-long testing competition in every level of every career path with the winners worldwide assuming the top position in their specialty should draw us together as never before.”
Cameras panned the faces in the auditorium. Pendleton stood, moved to the front of the stage with his microphone in his hand, and quieted the crowd. “In closing let me say, we have a long way to go. The sea level is rising at an alarming rate. Our effort in the Pacific to clean up the floating garbage dump is slow and unsettling, but we will survive. We will enjoy another Gold Age of Man. Thank you and good night.”
Peacock pushed her chair back to head to her husband’s side only to find herself surrounded by regional governors dying to meet her. For fifteen minutes or so, they besieged and bombarded her with questions and compliments.
“Your specialty is espionage. How exciting. How did you meet Arthur?”
She decided the truth was less believable than a lie. “I met him in Athens. I was there to steal his secrets, and he charmed me into marrying him.”
“Really? No come on and tell us the truth.”
She played her role. In addition, she scanned the crowd, looking for her team members positioned around the room. Like happened to Robert Kennedy, after a speech in the height of the moment, a lone gunman could destroy a leader in a fraction of a second. Tonight, things went smoothly.
After what seemed like an eternity, her husband whisked her away. A good thing, she thought. She needed to talk with him about her soul. Knowing he would listen amazed her.



Chapter 39
 
Doctor Reuben Levi put up Laverna Smythe Pendleton and Beatrice Kolb’s brain scans on his light-board and asked Doctor Pederson to analyze what he saw. The two compared notes and dictated their separate conclusions. They agreed that both brains held a unique anomaly, tangles in the hypothalamus similar to Alzheimer’s patients.
“The quick leap to rage,” Levi dictated. “The strange increase in sexual drive and domination are found to a far lesser extent in Alzheimer’s patients, but are still there.” 
“Yet the other signs of Alzheimer’s are absent,” Doctor Pederson added. “The question is whether they’ll evidence if the tangles grow?”
“I need to see Kolb’s other patients’ records. She experimented with several dozen before Peacock.” Levi reviewed the transcripts of his interviews with Beatrice and Laverna. “Who is Felicia Lange?”
“Why?”
“She’s mentioned by Kolb as having an existing implant, similar to the one Laverna wore prior to the time she was updated. I need to study her brain scans as well.”
“I’ll see what I can do to gain cooperation,” Pederson said.
“One call to Pendleton will get you all the information we need. His wife’s life may be at stake.”
#
“Yes, of course, call her regional governor. You can have anything you want.” Pendleton’s face seemed sad. 
Peacock rubbed his back to ease his distress. “People always want something,” she said. “Who was it this time?” 
“Oh, that assistant of Doctor Levi’s, he wanted some of the brain scans from Kolb’s experiments gone wrong.” His eyes moistened.
“Arthur, what’s wrong?”
“I’m tired. That’s all.”
“Maybe tonight’s not a good time to talk.”
“No, no, put on some coffee. I’m sleeping in tomorrow. Milton will call me if there’s an emergency.”
She put on coffee unable to shake the feeling that he’d received bad news and hurried back to him. “I liked it better when no one knew me.”
“We rule the world. We can’t hide.” Pendleton took a sip of coffee, and then another. “You asked me how I can do the things I do and get away with them. Is that correct?”
“Word for word. You break the commandments I was taught came from God. Yet you claim to be a Christian.”
“And so do us all—commit sins that is.” His countenance changed. His face brightened. Love filled his words. “Abraham was God’s chosen. Yet Abraham gave his wife to Pharaoh to save his own skin.”
“He did?”
“Yes.” Pendleton said. “All God’s chosen were flawed. I compare myself more to David, than Abraham. David had to fight for his life against the tribes surrounding him. He was a murderer, a womanizer, and yet he loved God. When he made mistakes, he paid for them. When Nathan the Prophet rebuked him, David asked forgiveness. And God rewarded David, and called David his Son.”
“My dad quoted all that stuff.”
“You’re not listening. By accepting Jesus, I became his brother and God’s Son.” He took both her hands in his as he’d done that morning. “It’s all about relationship, Lovey. If you’re not a Christian, you have no relationship with God. Your father would have fought the Philistines for you, wouldn’t he?”
She trembled and said a weak, “Yes.”
“Because you were his daughter,” Pendleton said and grinned. “When you believe in the Son of God, you become God’s child. I pay every day for the things I’ve done. I have few around me I can truly trust. Claymore and you betrayed me. The difference is you are family. Claymore isn’t. I still love you. I never think about Claymore. That’s the way God works.”
She had betrayed Arthur, and he had forgiven her. Was God like that? Did He continually love and forgive His children? If so, she wanted God, too. “I’m going to pay for my sins one way or the other. I might as well choose forgiveness.” She hugged her husband. “I’m still insane.”
“Who is to say we all aren’t a little insane sometime or another?”
She undressed her husband and crawled in bed next to him. She felt so loving she wanted to show how much. She kissed him only to hear his breathing change to deep, slow breaths. “Good night, Sweetheart. Thank you for explaining things to me.”
All she heard in response was snoring.
#
“How do you think our boy will take to what we have to say?”
Anne Pendleton nuzzled up to Milton Rogers and answered, “He’ll be fine once he realizes I’m human and not an antique.”
Rogers propped himself up on his pillow and sipped a cup of tea. “Our Laverna’s got our boy in love with coffee you know. It’s not British.”
“I love her anyway. She’s as tough as they come. Yet, I’m seeing her true colors over these last five months. In fact, I think we should ask her how to break our wedding engagement to Arthur.”
“Well bloody hell, Anne. She’s out and about most days kicking ass somewhere with Van Meer and his crew. George took his first steps a few days ago, and she missed them.”
“They’re team building. Isn’t that raid coming up soon?”
“In little over a month, you’d think Arthur would send someone else.”
“Think about that. She’s a warrior. You can’t lock up a warrior and make her a socialite. In fact, she’ll go every chance she gets. The only way to keep her here is to keep her pregnant.”
“That shouldn’t be too hard.”
“She decides when she decides, and she hasn’t decided.” Anne leaned close and licked his ear. “And it needs to be hard, ole boy.”
#
Abbas Kazhili slipped away from his companions as the moon rose over the coastline of the Caspian Sea near Gorgan. He powered on his Global Realm cellphone and huddled behind an eroding mound of earth, looking out over the water. “The palace location is a decoy. The meeting will be in the mountains north and west of Mashhad.”
“Do you have a specific place?”
“No, you’ll have to track me by my cell signal.”
“Any idea why the change of plans?”
Abbas sighed, “They’re paranoid. They believe the First Citizen knows of their plans. So they keep changing them.”
“Someone new must be advising him. Don’t contact us again. Remove the tracking device from your cell and secure it on your person. We’ll strike at the appointed time wherever you are.”
“Roger that.” They’ll strike wherever I am, he thought. Abbas, what are you doing? Yes, you’re making yourself a walking target. Surely the First Citizen will send a force of superheroes to destroy his enemies and rescue Abbas, his faithful servant, or maybe not. 
He lingered for a while admiring the beauty of the earth. Then as quickly as he came, he left.
#
“I’ll be gone for quite a while,” Peacock said.
The night had settled in, and she rocked George tenderly in her arms. 
“That al-Sistani thing,” Pendleton asked. 
“Better for you that you don’t know where or what I’m doing, unless Van Meer tells you.”
“Probably for the better,” Pendleton said. “I’ll worry all the more knowing what danger you’re in.”
She nuzzled her eighteen-month old in her arms and wondered at the speed by which this new world was forming. The brutal way the rioters met their deaths confirmed the government’s message. The Global Realm rewarded loyalty. Disobedience wasn’t tolerated. Only a few dire enemies remained. Fanatics like al-Sistani were all that stood between a world at peace and a world divided. Her role was to eliminate her husband’s enemies. Peacock rose, carried her sleeping child to his crib, and settled him in for the night. “I thought when I return we might try for another—child I mean.”
Pendleton peered over top the papers he was studying. “As you desire, my love,” he said. “I’m ready, willing, and still able.”
“Don’t make light of this. We’ve not talked about children much. I do need to know your wishes.”
“I wish for you to be happy. However, I don’t want a brood running about. A little girl would be nice.”
“Well, I can’t predict the sex.”
Pendleton put down his papers, and she knew she had his attention. She loved that trait, the ability he had to read her emotions. “I’m all for another child. If you want to know my preferences, I think three are enough. That gives us two shots at a girl.” He paused a nervous moment. “To be honest, the pressure of being a Pendleton is not something I wish on anyone. I look at George and wonder if he will hold up under the weight.”
“Relax darling, and reassess. He’ll be raise like any Global citizen. He’ll be educated, evaluated, and grow into his calling whatever that calling will be. The pressure will come only if you place it upon him.”
Her husband pursed his lips. “I know you’re right. The pressure of being a Pendleton will come from me. I’ll have to curb my desire to raise a successor to the throne so to speak.”
Peacock often daydreamed about the talent their children would possess. However, she never put a name to that talent. She and Arthur’s children would simply be exceptional. “And if George became the first man to set foot on Mars instead?”
“Ah, I see. I’m not to choose the path. I’m only to provide the environment for success.”
“Like you are for every obedient citizen of the Realm,” Peacock answered, and her words struck home inside her. She believed in the ideals of the Global Realm now that she was a part of it. When she returned from her assignment, she’d work to become pregnant again.



Chapter 40
 
Abbas Kazhili followed his friends up a winding trail into the forest halfway up Mount Binalud. Most of his companions were wiry, strong men with dark piercing eyes. Twelve of them had strained for hours slowly trudging upwards. However, now the slope lessened and a semi-level area came into view. Abbas could see several paths running northward parallel to the one where he was. Finally, a clearing appeared as the trees thinned. Yet even at midday, the dusky filtered light hid the forms and faces of the ghost-like figures in the distance.
“Allah Akbar,” a cry went up.
“Allah Akbar,” he and those in his party responded.
Abbas counted over one-hundred individuals as he ambled about the encampment. This could not be al-Sistani’s base. No women or children were present. His role was as an interpreter, clarifying the meanings between the slight dialect differences of the people. One would not wish to have a misunderstanding of words spoken in Farsi and interpreted in Dari or Tajik.
He was not a leader. That fact alone made him an ideal individual to infiltrate the gathering of militants. Born in Tabriz, but educated in London, Abbas had long worked undercover for the Sons of Tiw. Once comfortably positioned on the edge of the encampment, he placed the tracking chip at the base of a tree and covered it with a layer of dirt and leaves.
At least I’m not personally a target anymore, only a humble casualty if someone takes poor aim.
He breathed in the fresh, clean air. The signal would attract the Global Realm’s forces to the meeting place, and no one would finger him as the spy. One of al-Sistani’s followers strolled up to him with a young man wearing a blue flowing tunic and blue pants. The young man carried an automatic weapon with an ammunition belt around his waist.
“This is Ammad, our leader’s oldest son.”
Abbas embraced the young man.
“My father wishes you to accompany me,” Ammad said. “He wishes to instruct you on your duties when the meeting begins.”
Abbas followed Ammad around the outer circle of the camp to a nomadic tent, a series of heavy wool cloths stitched together and braced by portable wooden frames tied by sturdy ropes to tires. A large water barrel provided drink, and a fire had been set up for cooking.
A regally dressed man in a white tunic and turban set as far back from the entrance as possible. Very different from his palace in Teheran, Abbas thought, as al-Sistani waved him inside.
“Your Excellency, may Allah smile on you and the pure members of His house.”
“So you translate?” al-Sistani asked without a formal response.
“Yes, I converse in all dialects of our four major languages.”
The slight smile on his leader’s face said he was pleased.
“In three hours all our invited guests will be here. Three hundred and twenty-seven people in all.” His guards pulled him to his feet. “However, only five will speak. You and three others will translate. You will translate the Tajik into Farsi.”
“Yes, I understand.” Kazhili moistened his lips. “Allah Akbar.”
“Allah Akbar,” al-Sistani answered. “Over a hundred warriors are positioned in the trees. Do not fear for your safety.”
A hundred will not be enough. Fear for your own.
#
Peacock centered her mental focus on the terrain map on her screen and the blinking GPS. The team’s helicopter climbed to an altitude of two-hundred feet above the terrain. The site they would parachute into lay two miles to the north of Kazhili’s beacon. There a flat clearing about the size of a football field provided the only landing area for many kilometers. From there, her team would proceed on foot downhill through a Juniperus forest to the meeting grounds.
Her assessment of her team’s capabilities placed Magnus, Klaus, the German Acrobat, and Ming, her Chinese student, at her side throughout. The four would make a dash straight for al-Sistani’s tent, while Felicia, Loomis, and Cher, the female Gurkha fighter attempted to kill as many enemy combatants coming to their leader’s aid as they could.
Plan A said, sever the head and the body would flee. There was no Plan B.
Van Meer informed Eastern Global Realm authorities, and their Chinese Global troops to avoid the region and give the impression no eyes were on al-Sistani. Hoping the Imam and his people believed Global forces would attack the servant’s quarters in Mashhad, Van Meer brought a force of three HH-E Sea Hawk Rescue helicopters, four F-22A Raptors, and Peacock’s ground team of seven to assault the mountain location.
As a satellite narrowed in for a closer look, Peacock noticed movement on the ground and dark figures climbing trees. “They have snipers in the trees around the perimeter.”
“Encircling the whole area?” Van Meer asked.
“Yes, a tactical mistake. A mobile ground force would be more effective.” Peacock almost giggled from excitement. “Once they’re up a tree, getting down with Raptors shooting their butts off won’t be easy.”
Her brainwaves ignited her senses into a fighting frenzy. She chewed a piece of gum to help keep herself under control until the time to attack. The helicopter pilot banked left, and Peacock caught a glimpse of the landing area ahead. Coming in low from the north with a strong south headwind blowing blotted out the noise of the approaching helicopter. She strapped on her ballistics vest and helmet, items she never had to wear in the past.
Communications would be minimal once she and her crew left the chopper. Van Meer remained secure onboard a naval vessel in the Persian Gulf. “Recheck to see your weapons are readied and your communications devices are working in case we get separated. Once we’re on the ground, keep a visual on the person on each side of you. Watch for my signal when we’re in sight of the camp. Raise your hand if you see any obstacle. I’ll respond by coming to you.”
The chopper touched down and the team disembarked in less than a minute. By Peacock’s estimate, forty minutes and her team would be at al-Sistani’s door. The trees and rugged terrain made progress slow at best, and she wasn’t sure how many steep slopes lay ahead. The forest covered only a narrow nine-square kilometer area along the mountainside composed of junipers and heavy brush. Some trees ascended to twenty-five feet tall. Outside the forest area were rugged mountains to the west and north, and steeps to the east and south.
Once organized on the ground, she led her team out of the clearing, and the chopper headed north. In two hours, she thought, I’ll bring everyone back alive or die trying.
#
From his vehicle near Al-Khomeini’s palace in Mashhad, General Jafarzadeh monitored the area surrounding the gardens waiting to spring his trap. However, his Plan B needed his attention in case a traitor had revealed the change of plans to his enemies. “Any sign of our friends?” General Jafarzadeh asked his contact in the mountain camp.
“Nothing is happening here. The meeting is just beginning. I have the perimeter covered from the trees. I believe the Global Realm has bought into our deception.”
“Nonetheless, keep alert. Nothing is going on here either, and it should be by now.”
General Jafarzadeh breathed in the crisp clean air. Spies sent in by the infidels worried him. Where were the forces of the Global Realm? A quick scan of the gardens and the palace showed nothing out of the ordinary except for his people attempting to blend in and looking uncomfortable.
#
Peacock led her comrades through the forest, as she had when approaching Reed’s house in Lasswade. She positioned herself in the middle with three members of her team on each side. The unit approached the enemy encampment swiftly, covering the two-mile gradual descent in less than thirty minutes with the bright sunshine as a guide.
She was about to raise her hand when Cher’s hand flew up and the team crouched down. Peacock was at Cher’s side in seconds. 
“There,” Cher said, and pointed outward and up. A figure, three-quarters up a tree, peered straight out only thirty yards away from their position. studying the countryside. To Peacock’s surprise, he seemed to concentrate on a narrow level area slightly downhill from her position. Then she saw the tent in the distance, another thirty yards farther downhill.
Peacock smirked. An untrained loyalist with no combat experience telegraphed the position of the tent simply by his positioning. She pressed the red button on her communication device. Within a minute, fighter planes would swoop down and strafe the area. She turned on her GPS, signaling her position. Between satellite tracking and her GPS, the odds of her group attracting friendly fire dropped significantly.
She pointed at Cher and then at the sniper, and Cher nodded. Peacock pulled out a picture of Abbas Kazhili. The plan was to bring their comrade out with them. A sudden series of explosions and flames in the treetops caused Peacock to wave her team of four forward, as the sound of machine gun fire both incoming and outgoing filled the air. Felicia and her two companions provided protection, Cher taking out the sniper in the tree, and Loomis returning fire, killing another sniper a distance away.
Confusion reigned around Peacock and her team. The initial strike of missiles on the southern border of the encampment caused a ground fire to spread quickly. Those fleeing north ran into the team’s line of fire. 
Don’t waste munitions!
Keeping her rage from taking control consumed much of her energy. So many opportunities to kill those trapped between her and the flames. But, they were unarmed and the objective was the tent.
Ming slid around to the front of the tent, firing as he did. Fighters inside the tent shot wildly through the fabric. A stray bullet hit Peacock’s flak jacket as she, Klaus, and Magnus unloaded their ammunition on those inside. The tent collapsed, and the wind tumbled it backwards several feet.
Peacock found al-Sistani still gasping for breath. She shot him three times in the head. The other fighters would arrive in seconds.
“Move now,” she screamed and the four headed back the way they came with Felicia and Loomis providing cover. Cher collided with a man running toward her screaming, “I’m Abbas. I’m Abbas. Don’t leave your humble servant behind.”
“Bring him with us,” Peacock yelled, and the team scrambled away uphill the same way they came.
#
His left arm bloody and sprained, Ammad crawled out from among the dead to weep for his father. He cradled al-Sistani in his arms and wailed a mournful cry. A yank on his shoulder interrupted his moment of grief.
“You must go now,” a bearded man with a black robe and turban whispered. “You can’t stay here. I’m in contact with General Jafarzadeh. I’m to protect you with my life. Come.”
The next instant he was running, stumbling more accurately, out of the forest and down the narrow mountain path he’d ascended a few days before. The sound of the enemy’s fighter planes blasting the area he’d left rang in his ears.
“One day, I will avenge my father’s death,” Ammad managed to say.
“Precisely so,” his rescuer answered, “but not today.”



Chapter 41
 
Thick smoke and flames raged to the south as Peacock and her team broke out into the clearing. Already the sound of the approaching helicopter vibrated in her ears. 
“Personnel check,” she shouted.
“A few scratches,” Magnus said, as those around him looked for any other visible injuries.
One by one, each team member did a 360 turn. 
“You’ve taken a hit in your leg,” Cher said, pointing to Ming’s left pant leg.
“Minor” he replied. “They’ll patch me up back onboard ship.”
Peacock rubbed her side. “I think one hit me between the ribs.”
“Do you mean the extra one you stole from Adam?” Loomis joked as he ran up.
She lifted her arm, and Loomis leaned down to inspect her. His touch shot passionate vibes directly into her brain, and she struggled to control her erratic mind. No normal person’s emotional system would react like this. However, she wasn’t normal.
“The shell is lodged half in your ribcage and half in your flak jacket,” Loomis said, “Best to leave it in until we’re aboard ship.”
“How is Kazhili?” she asked.
“I’m a grateful dog,” he gasped, out of breath and panting hard. “If I hadn’t been informed this team used women fighters, I would be unable to lift my head.”
Ming slapped Kazhili hard on the back. “Super women, my friend, they are Amazon warriors.” He pointed at Peacock. “She is six men wrapped into one. And—before you speak further—married to the First Citizen.”
“We appreciate your service,” Peacock said as the chopper touched down. “Your name will go in the book of Global heroes my husband is creating.”
Peacock made sure she was the last to board. No signs of pursuit, only thick clouds of smoke rose from where they’d come. Once inside, the chopper took off and headed west.
Loomis strapped in next to Peacock. Fifteen minutes into the flight as the others drifted off to sleep, his hand slid gently onto hers and left it there. She place her other hand atop his and smiled. “Thank you for always having my back,” she managed. “It can never be anything more.”
His eyes formed tears and a pouty, sad lip turned down. “I don’t believe in never. I will always be here waiting.”
She pulled her hands away. Her body and her id wanted him. Her intellect said no. She pictured Arthur’s face and that of her son’s and bit her lip. In other surroundings, she’d cheat, and she knew it.
#
As Milton Rogers entered Pendleton’s office, Pendleton smirked. “When are you going marry my mother?”
“Whenever she wishes, I’m game old man. She’s the one who’s holding back.”
“It’s bloody well uncomfortable.” Pendleton put down the speech he’d been preparing for the second anniversary of the establishment of the Global Realm.
“I don’t see why you’re uncomfortable. The Global Realm has no rule as to co-habitation. You specifically avoided that issue. Beside, gossip columns are a thing of the past.”
“She’s my mother. And she’s co-habiting with my Chief-of-Staff, my Number Two so to speak.”
“Like I said, I’m game. Have Lovey talk to her.”
Lovey—well he has his hands full there too. Lovey was pregnant again and snarly half the time. Her headaches were back, and Levi couldn’t identify the source. All the tests said the pre-cancerous cells were gone. Her brainwaves were unchanged from a year ago. Abnormal—yes, but for Lovey, abnormal was normal.
“I don’t think she’d be any help. Mum and she are best friends.”
At that moment, Lovey entered still sporting the scars from her adventure in the mountains over a month earlier, but looking wonderful to Pendleton. Love was blind. And, when it came to his wife, she could do no wrong.
“Speak to Mum for me, Sweetheart. I want to two to marry and make everything legal.”
“She’s a grown woman, if you recall,” Laverna interrupted. “Besides, I have talked to her. She’s thinking next June. What say you, Milton?”
“June’s a beautiful month.”
Pendleton shook his head. “I run the blooming world, and I can’t control my own family.”
An idea leaped to the front of his mind. He’d speak to Milton about it right away.
#
Peacock dressed in the Global Realm’s equivalent of a formal gown, black with gold stripes running down the sides and a gold stripe around her upper left sleeve. God, what a curse her wiring was. One encounter with Alan Loomis when she was crazy, and a connection formed she couldn’t shake. She’d live with it. She did know her love for her husband grew daily. He was safe with the team she led protecting him. Whatever the future held, they’d face it together. She rubbed up against her husband. “You’re getting your wish.”
“How so?”
 “Tests confirm I’m carrying a girl.”
Pendleton gently kissed her forehead. “We’re blessed.”
“Will you zip me up, Darling?” she asked.
Without hesitation, the most powerful man in the world did as she asked.
“Ready,” he motioned toward the door. “This is the most important speech of my life.”
“I’m ready and proud to be at your side.”
#
Ammad rocked as he prayed in hiding in Mashhad. Head bowed and eyes closed, his thoughts focused on Allah.
“What is Your will for me?” he silently asked.
No response came.
His heart ached for revenge. His people couldn’t defeat Pendleton and the Global Realm. Centuries would pass before a realm this secure rotted from within, as they always did. He could kick at the peace of the Realm, but not overthrow it. Still kick he would and more.
One day, he, or an accomplice, would rise up within the Global Realm’s own system, be perceived as a friend, and strike at the heart of the lion.
#
Peacock ascended the stairs to the stage where Pendleton would speak. He held her hand and the both waved with the opposite one. Both networks covered this speech. The Realm silenced all other communications devices.
“Security reports no breaches here,” Loomis said, “and no breaches in coverage worldwide.”
She reacted comfortably to his voice in her ear, a good sign.
The Global theme played. Those on stage, the Twelve Provincial leaders and the military leadership, rose and applauded. The invited audience, all ranking first on the top level of their leadership tests, stood to their feet.
Tonight, Pendleton would deliver the First State of the Realm message. She stood tall, letting the scar on her arm from her encounter outside Mashhad show. Her body sported too many scars now to hide. Pendleton had told her they looked sexy.
For close to ten minutes, prepared video ran footage on each person onstage until the cameras focused on her. Her husband turned to her and said, “Ladies and gentlemen of the Global Realm, my wife, Laverna, tested remarkably well on the Global Security examination.”
Peacock flinched.
“I’m announcing a few changes. My second in command, Milton Rogers, has requested to step down from his position sometime in the next year. My wife is pregnant with our second child, but she will be ready for another assignment by the time Milton retires.”
Another assignment? Her team ran smoothly. They worked as if they’d been together for decades. She’d hoped to stay with them for a few years and see further improvement.
“When the time is right, Hans Van Meer will become my second-in-command. Laverna Smythe-Pendleton will head Global Security, and three yet to be named candidates will be interviewed for her position.”
Peacock gasped. Her eyes shot a glance at the monitor. No one viewing her reaction could doubt she didn’t have advanced knowledge of her pending promotion. No time remained for her to speak or acknowledge her gratitude. Pendleton moved to the podium. She and the audience sat. 



 
Chapter 42
 
No more hand-to-hand combat for my wife, Pendleton thought. I have more to worry about than I can handle now.
“My fellow citizens,” he said. “I’ve never fully explained why forming the Global Realm in the way it was formed was necessary. I believe you have the right to know why over seven percent of the population of the world died from hostile action in the last two years.”
He moistened his lips with his tongue, then faced his audience resolutely. “The fact is mankind couldn’t do the things necessary to save this planet, and ourselves, while the former system remained. Greed destroys everyone greed touches. The effects of human pollution on our planet are still life threatening. Our experts say the chances of surviving as a civilized race two hundred years from now are less than seventy-percent. However, those estimates are changing for the better.”
A vacuum-like silence filled the Widder Hotel. 
“The last evacuee from the former Maldives arrived in Colombo in the former Sri Lanka this morning. The airport in the city of Main has closed because of flooding. A few individuals made the choice to stay. May God have mercy on their souls.”
#
As her husband continued, Peacock mulled over her situation. Take Van Meer’s place? She desperately wanted a challenge. She’d fought for Van Meer’s job until told she wasn’t ready. But now that the job was hers, she balked. She hadn’t been consulted. A deep sigh of resignation escaped her lips. Yes. She would obey her husband. Her team would still be watched with a thoughtful eye.
Peacock glanced out into the hall. Near the back wall, stiff and straight, stood Felicia Lange. My replacement, she thought. If her husband wanted her in Van Meer’s job, he would have to agree to let her name her replacement. 
The broadcast ended, Pendleton rose. “Give thanks to God for His guidance and help. Give thanks to our leadership—and to yourselves for the part you all are playing. From our service people to our brilliant inventors, we will prosper as a race.” He moved to the front of the stage. “For the citizen, our laws are clear, written down, and the penalties meted out uniformly, no exceptions. A citizen enjoys optimum educational opportunities, free services, excellent healthcare, and a bright future. A non-citizen may join us at any time by pledging allegiance, taking the necessary testing, and obeying the rules. We will hunt the rebellious and kill them. The peace of the Realm requires this. Thank you, and thank God.”
“Ode to Mankind” played over the broadcasting networks as the scene from the Widder Hotel faded. Pendleton leaned up against the podium as the bias audience left.
“83 percent of the globe watched,” Peacock said. “I’m amazed at the accuracy of our data recording system. I suppose the naysayers will always be with us.”
Pendleton hugged her close. “The naysayers are toothless.”
“I’m not,” she whispered. “You sprung this promotion on me. So I choose Felicia Lange as my replacement. No argument.”
Arthur’s broad smile greeted her. “Right you are.”
#
Lying in bed late that night, Peacock’s stomach churned. Not from her pregnancy, the thought of heading Global Security still grieved her. From the time she first joined Hercules, she hungered to fight. She loved her role in espionage. She loved leading her team, but heading the whole Global Security Organization brought doubt to her mind.
She knew who she really was now. However, if she could adapt to her husband’s wishes, she might grow into a loving, feeling human being. Her resolve stiffened. Peacock pushed thoughts of failure or terrorists breaching her security teams out of the realm of possibility. Seduction, combat, and deception had driven her career-path up to now. Her new role required help.
For the next few minutes, Peacock actually prayed. “I can’t change by myself, Lord. Guide my heart and urges. Stabilize my mind. Remove my rage. I pledge my allegiance to You and the Global Realm. Help me be what my husband needs. Amen.”
Strange, she thought. The ground did not tremble. God did not strike her dead. A peace came over her. “Show me what to do, and I will follow You.”
Everything you do, do with love. 
“How can I guard the world and not break a commandment?” 
Was she talking with God? No, she must be hallucinating.
In one thing, your husband is right. David sinned, but he repented.
“But . . .” Speaking was useless. Whatever she’d experienced had past, and she was alone.
#
Six months passed since his father died. Ammad put a broad smile on his face and stepped up to a Global Realm induction station. He said, “I wish to become a citizen.”
The administrator glanced upward, “One moment, let me finish closing my last transaction. The man before you is heading to his testing booth, and the sign-in must be complete before he begins testing.”
Ammad swallowed his disdain, knowing patience brings great rewards. Once processed, he headed to his testing booth. Forty well-briefed followers would enroll with him and embark on a long-term mission in the hopes of eroding the Global Realm from within. Ultimately, Ammad planned to end the reign of the First Citizen and replace him over time.
His upbringing gave him a unique understanding of the racial and religious viewpoints in his region of the world. He selected career paths in communications and negotiations in Core 412, Pacification of the Non-Citizen World, Division 51-Sociology.
As he answered the questions, thinking as a good citizen would, he reminded himself that all prior human governments began with good intentions and eroded into chaos, evidentially falling into ruin. Why, because they were human governments. Only a government run by Allah’s rules was sustainable.
He and his followers knew where his white garments were. One day, however Allah worked things out, Ammad would emerge to bring this world out of darkness. He finished his test and the results posted him in the top 85 percent, qualifying him to select one of three open positions within the Global Realm’s Social Sciences Research and Implementation Division.
He turned and followed the signs, still written in both English and Arabic, through the far doors to his left. As he opened the door, a guard examined his papers and pointed him to an official with the silver stripes of an upper level supervisor.
“Are you married?”
“No, my family died in the war. I’ve wandered the mountainside until I came to my senses that under this Global government people seem happier.”
“So you have no family and no ties to this province?”
“No.”
“Very well, Ammad al-Sistani, you will go through six months training here in Mashhad.”
This man wasn’t Persian, maybe Mongolian from his facial structure. The name al-Sistani didn’t leave an impression on him. Ammad refused to hide his background. The Global Realm forgave the enemies who cooperated. Admirable, he thought.
“After six months, you will be relocated. Do you have a preference between Irkutsk, Bern, or Philadelphia?”
“Bern, Switzerland, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“I would prefer, Bern.”
“So noted. Here is a housing list. Pick any blue location for housing while you are in training.”
“This one,” Ammad pointed to a unit near Malek Abad Park. “I’m familiar with the area.”
The park served as a meeting place. He and his friends could make their plans from there. 
The government provided Ammad a uniform, a stripe indicating a trainee, and a room key. Security thoroughly searched his bag. They found nothing of a suspicious nature. 
Ammad remembered the faces of his enemies. He would find them, and with time, kill them all. The advantage he had over his father was his age. 
Allah Akbar, He keeps me strong.
The face of one person embedded deep in his mind, a fierce fighter with red hair. She killed without hesitation and seemed to enjoy the act—find her and he would find the others.
 
The End
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