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Chapter 1
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Harold stood over his father’s casket. The heavy mahogany coffin’s top was propped open. Tears flowed freely from Harold’s eyes and continued down his cheeks to his collar. Allowing himself to lose control, he bent over and wrapped his arms around his father’s lifeless body. Richard’s cold, dead cheek pressed against his own. 

Harold blubbered and stammered, “I’m sorry, Dad.”

“That’s okay, Son.”

Harold released his grip and stumbled backwards. Something wet covered his hands. Lifting them up, he was horrified to see blood dripping from them. His shirt felt wet, and he found his chest covered in blood. When he looked around, the entertainment room no longer appeared warm and inviting with its tongue-and-groove pine walls and ceilings. Instead, it all looked pale, gray, cracked, and decaying. The glasses hanging from the bar began to vibrate and create a minor harmonic that sent chills through his body.

Harold turned and ran towards the dark doorway. He stumbled and bumped against the walls of the hallway. Maria’s bedroom was locked as was his childhood bedroom. He looked back and saw the gray room beginning to fade. Forced by fear, he pushed forward and began to beat on the walls and windows, hoping to burst through somewhere, but they held fast. When he reached the front door, Harold beat and pulled on the door. He roared, but his voice seemed to die out rather than reverberate. 

A familiar creaking caught Harold’s attention further down the hall in the darkness. An odd thought crossed his mind. Are Joshua and Maria back from their honeymoon already? He stumbled forward and found Joshua’s office door closed. The door latch gently lowered beneath his thumb. Peeking into Joshua’s office, he found the lights off and the room dark. Dust and cobwebs hung from the corners of the ceiling and the sides of the computer monitors on his large desk. Another creak came from further down the dark hall. He turned and saw a light glowing from under his father’s office door. Harold rubbed his face, hoping to wake up, but the darkness remained. Another thought pierced his mind as he looked towards his father’s office. No, Dad’s gone. That’s my office. His fists clenched, and he stealthily made his way towards the end of the hallway. His large hand enveloped the handle on the office door, and he gently pushed it down.

As soon as he felt the handle click open, Harold burst into the room. He stopped short of his second step. Richard sat in his chair, and the office appeared as it once had. White oak wooden shelves lined the walls. Awards from his father’s life and trinkets from past adventures filled the room. A grotesque pink and maroon texture was spattered against the adobe-colored wall behind his dad, and his dad’s head appeared stuck to his chair.

“D...D...Dad?” Harold sputtered.

“Why did you fail me, Son? I trusted you to save the company.”

From behind him, John’s familiar whispered voice floated through the air, “What’s the matter, brat? Seen a ghost?”

Harold screamed and found himself looking up at the dark ceiling of his master bedroom. His large hands gripped the sheet and blankets. He jerked his head to the right to check the alarm clock on the stand next to the bed. Three in the morning clicked over as the grandfather clock began to toll. He held his breath, but the house remained silent. As he sat up, he turned on the lamp next to the bed.

He patted his cheeks to make sure he was awake this time and then looked around the lit room. Everything was as it should be. His large four-poster bed was covered in a blue wool blanket that had once resided in his childhood room. The floral chairs faced the fireplace, but his favorite bear rug had replaced his parents’ ornate red floor covering. The black of night painted the windows. Melancholy and relief filled his heart and mind. He missed his parents, but he was relieved the nightmare had been just that.

Joshua and Maria were still in Hawaii on their honeymoon, a wedding gift Harold had been more than happy to give them. After all, Joshua was like his second father. There was nothing he would not do for him. Harold imagined his mentor trying to bodysurf in the Hawaiian Pacific. A memory of Joshua, his father, and himself body surfing in Newport Beach brought a smile to his face.

Thanks to the time zones, Hawaii was three hours behind California. He entertained calling Joshua for a moment, but then a smile crept across his face. Either they are asleep, or I don’t want to interrupt. Then another idea popped into his head.
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Harold could hear the phone ringing on the other end of the line. It was early, but at least it was not the middle of the night in North Carolina. A groggy voice with a soft Carolina accent picked up on the third ring. “Hey, this is Adam.”

He felt his shoulders relax. “Doctor Murray, this is Harold. I hope I didn’t wake you up.”

He heard Adam clear his throat and then reply, “Oh, Harold, of course not, and call me Adam. It’s good to hear from you again.”

Harold stood up and walked over to a chair by the rock fireplace. He started to sit down but changed his mind and began to pace between the bed and the chair as he spoke. “Doc said I could call you if I needed help while he was gone. I started to call him first, but it’s midnight in Hawaii.”

He could hear Adam moving around and what sounded like a coffee maker just finishing in the background. “Did I interrupt your morning coffee?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ve been making my morning coffee and talking with people for years. You’re no bother at all. So, tell me, what is happening with you?”

Harold walked out his bedroom door and made a right towards his office. The door was open, and the room was dark. “I’ve been having nightmares again. Did Joshua mention them to you?”

He turned on the light and relaxed as the office lit up, and his familiar furniture was all sitting in place. His new, oversized office chair sat behind his father’s old desk. He had replaced the textured yellow and brown walls with a soft blue, and the tan Spanish tiles were replaced with an off-white. Although he had one shelf with trinkets and mementos from his childhood, the walls remained mostly bare. There was one sixteen by twenty photo of the family that hung on the wall next to the door, a reminder of happier times he could look up and see when he was working at his father’s desk.

“Yes, we have talked about your dreams. We’ve both been trying to figure out if they’re related to Joshua’s hypnotherapy treatments. I’ll be honest; I don’t think that’s the case. I think this has more to do with the trauma of losing your parents.” 

Harold walked around the desk, and his fingers traced the bloodstained wood that could not be cleaned. He had considered stripping the wood down or possibly replacing the boards, but he wanted to remember the day his father died. His dad set him on a mission to stop the men who caused his death and to save the family’s defense company. So far, he had only succeeded in stopping the people responsible. 

Sitting down in the chair, he finally responded to Adam. “Maybe it is about my parents, but I feel like I’ve dealt with that. Besides, it’s the killer that’s causing me to lose the most sleep. John’s plan to take over Dad’s company succeeded in partially destroying it. When it comes to new contracts, nobody will touch us. There are multiple congressional investigations, and all our existing contracts are temporarily frozen. It may not matter when they finally find the company is above board because we’ll be bankrupt long before then.”

Harold could hear Adam trying to quietly sip his freshly brewed java before speaking. “I saw your testimony on Capitol Hill. I’m not a big C-SPAN fan, but I found your performance riveting. I’m not sure I could have controlled myself as well as you did.”

“Well, it’s like I tell Doc, I have my temper under control now. I’m not a kid anymore.”

There was a quiet pause, and Harold wondered what Adam was doing. He was about to ask Adam if he was still there when Adam’s voice came through the receiver. “You do know your problem isn’t a temper issue? When you get angry, you have the ability to drive it up a few notches past a bad temper.”

Harold exhaled slowly and leaned back in his office chair. The cool air flowing over his pajamas was starting to make him sleepy now that he had somebody to talk to. “I know, but it isn’t like I turn green and become a CGI character. When I get that angry, it’s because I foresee a threat that’s serious enough that it has to be dealt with. I can’t help it if my size and strength intimidate people.”

Adam chuckled. “Well, you’re certainly no barbarian. In fact, I would say your parents and Joshua have turned you into quite the gentleman. If you heard what I was yelling at my television during the congressional hearing, you might be counseling me. Who were those house members to question you on your efforts to get Maria legal US residency? It isn’t as though she had a choice as a small child.”

“I didn’t take it as a slight against Maria or myself. All three congresspeople are up for re-election. One is in a liberal district that’s full of peaceniks. Questioning my integrity scores her some political points with the groups that hate weapon’s manufacturers. The other two are in tight races right now. Their districts are normally red but are changing to purple. If they can score political points with a perceived immigration issue, they will. I tried not to take it personally.”

An audible humph emitted from the phone. “Well, I can’t fault you there. I’m afraid my own temper would have gotten the better of me in that situation. I may need to seek Joshua’s advice if he has taught you that much self-control.”

“Joshua taught me to control my temper, but Dad taught me how to deal with politicians during my high school years. He told me if I wanted to work in the family business, I needed to learn those skills sooner rather than later.”

Harold thought he heard Adam rifling through papers and the scratching of a pencil. “Tell me, if your father was alive today, what advice do you think he would give you?”

He sat there for a moment contemplating the question. He hadn’t thought about what his dad would say. All he thought about was not failing and losing the company his late father had placed into his strong but inexperienced hands. “I’m not sure what Dad would say to me now. I know he wanted me to save his company. At least, that was what he had hoped for and was one of the reasons he took his life. He assumed I could stop John and keep everything going.”

Adam’s voice grew somber. “Your father’s plan didn’t work out the way he had hoped though. I don’t doubt he would still be alive if he had known the fallout from his decision.”

Harold sat and stared at the family photo for several seconds. He put his elbows on his desk and rested his head on his left palm. “I suppose that’s true. I guess that’s my problem. I don’t want his death to be in vain. Dad loved us, and he loved the company. He loved everyone who worked with him. If I fail, everything he tried to accomplish will be wiped out.”

Adam’s soft Southern drawl grew slower as he spoke, “Harold, your father didn’t expect you to take on saving the company alone. You have Tom, Joshua, Maria, and I would think all of the employees at Parabolic Defense Systems, backing your efforts. Besides, I’m sure your dad would be proud of the way you brought the men to justice that tried to destroy your family.”

“But they succeeded, don’t you see? Dad’s dead, and so is Mom. I’m an orphan again.”

“As I said, you still have Joshua and Maria.”

Harold stood up out of his chair, walked around his desk and began to pace. His left hand fluttered through the air as he voiced his frustration. “Yea, but I had Joshua when I was a little kid there at the orphanage in North Carolina. I mean, I sort of remember that. It’s more like an impression that Joshua has just always been in my life. This is just a problem I’ve never been able to shake since I was a kid. Everything I associate with the orphanage reminds me I’m an orphan. Now I feel like I’ve lost everything, and I’m back where I started. I’m alone in the world. There is Joshua, but one day he’ll be gone too.”

“But you’re not where you started. Look around you. Your parents left you with a nice place to live. Joshua has told me he and Maria love living across the road from you. You’re not alone, not really. I know you miss your parents, but we all outlive our parents, if God has mercy on them. No parent wants to outlive their child.”

Harold stopped pacing and stared at the large photo on the wall. Of course, Adam was right, but he wished he could be a kid again. Just a kid wrestling in the yard with his dad while Joshua and Barbara leaned against the old stucco walls of the house watching them and laughing. Tears pooled in his eyes, and his vision blurred as the salty liquid trailed down his cheeks. “Doc...I mean Adam, I just don’t know if I can do this.”

Adam’s voice increased slightly in volume and tone. “You don’t have to do anything. Just try your hardest and make the decisions you think are best for you and the business.”

“But what if I fail my dad?”

“With all due respect to your late father, he gave up the right to expect anything of you when he took his own life. I know his suicide was more complicated than a simple gunshot, but I don’t believe he expected you to carry all of this burden. From what Joshua tells me, he loved you very much, and no father who loves his son would do such a thing.”

Harold felt weak and a bit dizzy. He walked over and dropped down into his office chair. “I suppose you’re right. I guess I’m just tired of waking up alone in this big house. If I lose the company, I might lose a lot of friends and maybe even my standing in the community. Right now, it feels like that’s all I have left in this world.”

“That isn’t true. Joshua and Maria are still a part of your family, and of course, you have my friendship. Nobody is alone unless they choose to be.”

Adam’s concerned voice spoke up after several seconds of awkward silence. “Are you still there?”

“Yea, sorry, I was just thinking about what you said. You may be oversimplifying my situation, but you’re right. I’m not alone. Still, I need to try and do what I can to save this company. Many families’ livelihoods are on the line. I understand I may not owe anyone anything for my father’s mistake, but that doesn’t change my responsibilities. If the board decides to trust me enough to run the company, I need to live up to their trust.”

“Fair enough,” said Adam.

“I appreciate our talk. I have a board meeting this morning, and you have helped make things a bit clearer.”

“Anytime, Harold. I think I’ll go grab myself a second cup of coffee and start my day.”

Harold looked at the metallic star-shaped clock on the side wall of his office. He had picked it up from a trinket shop in the middle of the desert on a college road trip to Palm Springs. It was 4:30 a.m. How had the time gone by so quickly? Harold said his goodbyes and hung up the phone. The fear of the nightmare had left him, but his mind now raced with his to-do list for the board meeting in a few hours. The board would certify him as CEO today. Once that was decided, it would be up to him to encourage the best minds to come up with suggestions to pull the company out of its tailspin.

He left his office and made himself some coffee. He sat down at the kitchen table and wished Joshua was there to bounce ideas off. His eyes trailed over to the kitchen island and to the bullet hole that remained in the wooden cabinet. A dark thought crossed his mind, John, I hope you’re burning in hell. If you were alive, I’d kill you all over again.

He frowned and took a sip of his coffee. This was not helping. He needed to let go of the past, but everywhere he looked something seemed to haunt him. When Joshua and Maria returned, he would get them to help redecorate the kitchen. Harold got up and strolled through the dark family room. Stepping out the French doors, he could barely see the Pacific, which looked as black as his world. As he watched, the stars in the sky above slowly surrendered to the early morning gray of the sun that hid below the mountains on the eastern horizon behind him. 
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Parabolic Defense Systems sent a car and driver to pick up Harold at nine o’clock. Harold was not a fan of being driven around in a black town car with tinted windows. His father had been a man who preferred to take care of things himself, including his driving, but the board insisted. It seemed pretentious, but he went along with the request.

Other than a cordial good morning, neither the driver nor Harold spoke much to each other. The driver’s dark sunglasses and broad shoulders led him to believe the driver was more than simply a courier, but he could not imagine why the board felt he needed such protection. After all, most people moved out of the way of his broad six-foot-five-inch frame. 

The company car wound its way through the hills to the entrance of the Parabolic Defense Systems. The large logo hung proudly at the private road’s entrance to the company. Harold beamed with pride. What was it his father had said to him as a child? 

“Harold, do you see the angel with her wings sheltering the globe? That’s what we do. We guard God’s creation from those who would harm all free men and women. The sword in her right hand and the missile rising up between the globe and the angel represent the weapons of the past and the present that we use to protect mankind from evil.”

A mournful thought passed through his mind, Dad, why did you use a weapon to take your own life? That didn’t protect us. It exposed us. His eyes misted up, and he turned to look out the tinted window at the surrounding hills to clear his mind.

The car pulled up to the gated entrance. To his surprise, the guard checked the driver’s ID instead of his own and then waved them past. He noticed two extra men in suits at the guard shack and wondered why security had increased. The driver pulled him up to the main entrance then opened his door. Harold closed the laptop he had absently left opened on his lap the last few minutes of the ride. He walked up to the door to find a doorwoman with her blond hair tied into a bun. She wore dark sunglasses and a navy-blue dress suit.

“When did you get hired?” inquired Harold.

“Good morning,” she replied with a broad smile. 

Harold guessed she was in her early forties, but based on the tight clothing, she appeared to work out often. As he walked through the door, everything appeared to be business as usual. Photos of politicians and generals lined the walls with pictures of his father and other company members. He had expected the images to evoke more emotions than he felt, but the thought of the boardroom just beyond the security desk was forefront in his mind. It was time to put his game face on.

“Mr. Brown, it’s so good to see you.” Isabel’s voice broke through his thoughts. She was a sight for sore eyes. Isabel had been a long-time family friend. She had been among the throng at his father’s funeral when his mother collapsed, and her sympathy card arrived with tear stains. Although she was in her late fifties and had strands of gray hair among her black mane, she was still a stunning woman. Isabel and his mother often met with other women from the company for tea once a month to discuss working conditions and areas for improvement.

“Thank you. I assume the board is already waiting on me.”

Isabel’s face took on a solemn expression, and she spoke softly, “Yes. Don’t let them bully you in there.”

Harold rolled his eyes and then whispered back, “Nobody bullies me.”

She grinned at his wink, and he walked across the marble flooring to the elevator. After passing his card key over the reader, he hit the elevator button and the doors slid open. He entered the familiar wood and chrome lift and placed his thumb on the fingerprint reader to access the restricted level. The doors slid shut, and he headed for the second floor.

The elevator doors opened, and Harold stepped out. He had never been a fan of the second floor. The mahogany paneling and red carpet made everything feel stuffy, dark, and antiquated. Although the executives’ offices were on the fourth floor, the boardroom and the accountants’ offices were on the second, and they liked the throwback office décor. He turned right and headed to the boardroom, which took up the center back of the floor. The glass exterior wall gave everyone a nice view of the mostly sunny weather and surrounding hills. The glass interior wall was supposed to show transparency, but nobody ever really knew what silent conversations were going on behind the glass.

Walking towards the room, Harold could see the board of directors. Abigail Perez was among his father’s first ten hires and the only board member to have risen internally to her position. She was not only an exceptional engineer but had shown the rare ability to manage people and costs effectively. Her insight into keeping a diverse workforce content while keeping company costs down had been invaluable. 

Cameron Green and Samantha Torres both helped fund the company at its founding. Their business savvy had aided his father and enabled him to create government contracts at costs lower than his competitors. 

Fred Powell was the outsider. He had joined the board from John Richmond’s company two years ago. Harold had him investigated in the aftermath of his father’s suicide as a possible corporate mole. Fortunately, the investigation found no link to his old company.

Harold walked into the meeting room, and all the conversations stopped. Although the large table could easily accommodate at least twelve people, all the chairs had been removed except those the board members sat in, his father’s chair at the head of the table, and two more chairs at the far end that sat empty. Samantha pointed to Richard’s seat. Harold hesitated for a moment. The thought of replacing his father sent a wave of unexpected grief through his body. For a second, he was unsure he could take the next step. 

At that moment, the door opened behind him, and Tom stepped in. He put his hand on Harold’s shoulder. “Hi, buddy. I’m glad you’re ready to take the reins. Let’s get this party started.”

Harold mumbled, “Yea.”

He took his father’s seat, and Tom took the other seat at the far end of the table. Harold looked around the room. Everyone appeared to wear the same dark suits or dress suits. Ties and other accessories were used in a desperate attempt to exert some sort of individuality. Harold’s own suit included a suicide prevention ribbon lapel pin in memory of his father. 

Harold made a point of projecting his voice around the room. “Ladies and Gentlemen, we all know the company is in trouble, but we need to get our house in order before we can address the elephant in the room. I do hope you have come up with a solution for the large void left by my father’s sudden absence from this world.”

Everyone turned their attention to Abigail. Harold took their cue and also looked to the company’s resident management genius. Abigail rose and walked over to the whiteboard behind Tom, who slid to his left so he could watch her. 

Abigail cleared her throat and began. “Harold, as you know, your father held two roles in PDS, that of chairman and CEO.” 

Abigail turned around and wrote the two roles side by side on the whiteboard and drew a short vertical line under each. “The board has looked at the challenges ahead for the company and has decided to split these two roles. The CEO needs to work closely with the chief operating officer to ensure our production costs remain low and employee morale high. In addition, the CEO will need to make sure that daily interactions with our clients are occurring without hiccups. Our chairman’s role will take on a more strategic focus. That person will work closely with the board to direct the company’s future business and help us bring the new clients we desperately need to maintain our operating capital. In other words, the chairman is going to be key to saving your father’s company.”

Harold doodled on the pad in front of him as he listened and began to think through how he would talk the workers into doing more with less. Abigail turned back to the board and wrote in two names. Under chairman, she wrote Harold Brown, and under CEO she wrote Tom Hudson. Harold’s eyes grew wide. Abigail finished writing and turned around. Everyone looked at Harold. The room was uncomfortably still for thirty seconds. 

“I’m not sure I understand. I have the business background, but I don’t have my father’s vision for defensive systems. I would have thought you’d want me as CEO.”

Harold noticed Tom’s eyes glance towards the door, and his head gave ever so slight a nod. The boardroom door opened, and Harold turned to see who was coming in. 

“Hi, everybody, has our boy been filled in?” It was sunglass-clad CIA agent Garcia Hernandez.

“We are just getting started,” Tom said. “Why don’t you have a seat over here near me, Agent Hernandez?”

“Please, call me Garcia. Harry, good to see you.” 

With that, Garcia slapped a piece of paper in front of him. 

“Sign this,” said the agent.

Abigail cleared her throat. “Harold, it’s a nondisclosure agreement. We have all signed one promising not to reveal anything discussed with Agent Garcia, as it is considered confidential.”

Garcia stood there tapping his leg with one hand and pointing at the paper with the other. Harold looked down and scanned the contract. He saw he could go to jail if anything were leaked, and surrounding the threat was a lot of legalese. He tapped the table with his index finger, picked up his pen, and then signed his name at the bottom. Garcia snatched up the paper and slid it into an unseen pocket inside his jacket.

Harold crossed his arms. He had a feeling he knew where this was going. Garcia sat down next to Tom. Fred subtly tapped his face with his middle finger just below his right eye. 

Garcia mouthed, “Oh” and removed his sunglasses. 

“Harold, Agent Hernandez approached me with an offer to help the company,” Tom said. “I brought him to the board, and they all agreed that his plan has the greatest chance to save PDS. Agent Hernandez, the floor is yours.”

Garcia cleared his throat, stood, and stepped smoothly to the whiteboard. Harold could not help but notice Garcia’s outfit blended in perfectly with the rest of the board members, although his frame was clearly in much better shape than the other men sitting around the table. He wondered if Agent Hernandez could always fit in that easily with a group of people or if office espionage was his forte. 

Garcia erased what Abigail had written and began his presentation. “Harry—” 

“Harold!” the board and Harold replied in unison. 

“Please, I’ve known our new chairman since he was first brought home. My apologies though. Harold, as you know, the company is currently under several investigations by Congress. Although you managed to stop John, he was savvy enough to know that any hint of trouble would trigger the defense department slowing, or stopping, business with your company until their investigation was completed. Given the scope of corruption within the other two companies, and former Senator Jones—may he rest in peace, the investigations are going to drag on for a while. I’m afraid Parabolic is guilty by association for the time being.”

Harold mindlessly rolled his pen around his fingers, and his shoulders slumped a bit. John’s taunting from his nightmares murmured in the back of his mind.

Garcia continued, “But all is not lost. Fortunately for all of us, the CIA has its own budget, and we even managed to pull a few million dollars out of the black budget for top secret work. There’s still political oversight, but as I told the board, everyone involved on that committee is a Parabolic Defense Systems supporter.”

Harold raised a finger and Garcia stopped. He looked around at the board as he spoke, “So, are you all saying we’re going into the spy weapons business?”

Garcia jumped in before anybody else had a chance to answer. “Forgive me, Harold. The CIA doesn’t get involved in weapons creation. Sure, we still make top-of-the-line gizmos and gadgets to gather intelligence, but weapons are the responsibility of other acronyms. In fact, we prefer to allow the military, or mercs, handle that end of things. We may just borrow them from time to time. However, your company does offer us a unique opportunity. Several foreign terrorist organizations would kill for access to your equipment, if you’ll pardon my choice of words.”

A voice inside his mind spoke, Your father never allowed his company to do anything illegal. What if they lose track of the weapons like the Fast and Furious operation? Harold asked, “What if the weapons get away from the CIA? Then our company’s weapons really will be in the hands of terrorists.”

Garcia responded, “Please, we’re the CIA. We don’t give criminals real weapons. We plan to put trackers into anything we sell. We’ll also render most of the weapons inoperable. The few that we need to make the sale with will be so small in number as to be insignificant.” 

“But what if they reverse engineer what they buy?”

​“Harry...I mean Harold, you need to quit getting on the internet and reading anti-government propaganda. Besides, many US weapons are already in the hands of some of the terrorists. They found them on the battlefield or ISIS took them when they pushed their way into Iraq. If they had the capacity to reverse engineer equipment and mass produce them, they would already be doing it.”

“If they already have some of our weapons, why do they need more?”

Garcia chuckled. “They have a hard time keeping any weaponry when a five-hundred-pound bomb is dropped on their heads from a drone. The opportunity here is not in the traditional theatre though. It’s in northern Africa and some factions in the south Pacific. Much like the often-rumored Nazi reformation in South America after World War II, many of the terrorist leaders have abandoned the Middle East for other parts of the world. Unlike the Nazis who went into semi-retirement, these people are spreading their hate and fear and building new armies of terrorism. They need weapons, good weapons, to complete their vision.”

Harold’s eyes widened and he sat up. “So, you’re going to pay us to create the bait to pull these groups into the open.”

Garcia smacked the whiteboard, and everyone jumped. “You got it. Trust me when I tell you that there are plenty of fish in the sea, so we’ll be buying plenty of bait.”

Harold slid his chair back so he could give his legs more room and considered Garcia’s proposal. It was certainly a good plan. The company could remain solvent between their few working contracts and the CIA’s offer. He only had one question left. “Why me?”

“Excuse me?” responded Garcia.

“Why did you have me put in as chairman of the board?” Harold quickly held his hand up towards the murmuring board. “And please, nobody attempt to tell me that isn’t the case. Tom has the military background, not me. He would be better suited for my role.”

Garcia answered, “Okay, you caught me. Harold, I need somebody whose reputation precedes them. You have name recognition due to who your father was. If I have you involved with me when I meet with these scoundrels, they are more likely to believe the sting.”

Harold leaned forward, and his chair squeaked under the strain of his weight. “I’m no spy. What if something goes wrong? Are you planning on using me for a human shield?”

“Please, Harold, we both know better. You’re a big boy and can take care of yourself. That’s why you’re the perfect choice.”

Harold leaned back into his seat, and the chair squeaked again in protest of its burden. “This sounds more like you want me with you to help take these guys out.”

Garcia flipped the whiteboard pen back and forth in his hand. “Potato, potato. Either way works for me.”

“That’s not who I am, and I don’t intend to become that person.”

Garcia walked over and sat on the edge of the boardroom table between Harold and everyone else. He spoke barely above a whisper. “Harold, I don’t want you to become that person either, but you are the best man for the job. I need your help. The people in charge won’t give me the time of day if you aren’t involved.”

“Excuse me, Agent Hernandez,” said Samantha. “The rest of the group would like to be involved in the conversation.”

Garcia turned around. “Of course, please excuse my rudeness.” He walked back and took his seat next to Tom.

Harold slid his chair forward and rested his large forearms on the boardroom table. He looked around the room until everyone focused on him once more. Pros and cons rolled through Harold’s mind. What would his father do? Would he inadvertently pull the company into a real scandal? Handing over fake weapons was not the same as arming the world’s enemies, and it would protect the homeland. “Okay, I’ll do it. I expect to be informed on how operations are going. Tom, I know you can do the work, and Abigail, I expect you to make sure he does.”

“That’s the plan,” responded Abigail.

“Good. Okay, let’s move to the next steps.” 

Harold could not help but notice the smiles on Cameron and Samantha’s faces. 

“I’m forming a team who will manufacture dummy versions of advanced weapons,” Tom said. “Abigail and I will handpick this group, and we are going to secure part of our warehouse to create a separate facility inside it.”

“What sort of advanced weapons?” questioned Harold.

Tom raised his hand towards Harold as he spoke. “The CIA is giving us the specs. Our engineers will be researching how to improve them as a side benefit. The weapons we are producing for the CIA are well beyond the prototype stage, so there is little to no R&D for us to absorb.”

“Excellent,” said Harold. “What other business does the board have?”

“Money,” responded Samantha. “Agent Hernandez, please explain our agreement to Harold.”

Garcia stood up, faced the whiteboard, and began to scribble letters and numbers Harold had trouble reading. He turned and spoke to the group. “As you can see here, ninety percent of all money the CIA retrieves will be funneled back into PDS via a shell company I’ll be setting up. Harold, I’ll give you more details about this one-on-one later. In addition, we are going to pay you full price for both real and dummy weapons. We also will be giving you access to the patent on our GPS tracking technology. This will enable you to not only manufacture it for our purposes but implement that technology into products of your choice and sell them to a CIA-approved corporation list.”

Harold jumped in with a question, “That’s generous, but what about when you’re done with us? What happens to my company when we’re no longer useful?”

Garcia rolled his eyes. “Please. Harold, PDS has a long history with our country. You will always be useful, but you bring up a good question that was asked of me when I first approached the board. The head of the CIA is currently working with the FBI and others to fast-track the investigation into PDS. They have agreed to cooperate. So I expect your contracts will be rolling in again in the not too distant future.”

Harold caught Garcia’s redirection. “At what point would that be?”

“Real soon,” was all Garcia would say, and then he took his seat again.

Harold looked around at the other board members. Their sullen looks told him there was no reason to push Garcia further. Yet, he could not let the conversation end there. His face hardened, and he glared into Garcia’s eyes and spoke deliberately. “If you do anything to screw this company and the people here, I will come after you, and I think you know that you don’t want me coming after you.”

Garcia clucked his tongue. “Please, we’re the CIA. Besides, how can you think that? If I hadn’t showed up at John’s death, you might very well be sitting in prison now.”

“We both know that was self-defense.”

Garcia gave a dismissive wave. “Yea, I know, but the local law enforcement didn’t. You would have been cleared eventually, but that whole scene could have been much messier. Trust me, if I wanted to screw you, or your company, I would have done so a long time ago. In fact, my superiors originally wanted to buy John’s old defense company and use it as a front, but I convinced them this was the better model. I’m not going through all this trouble to screw you. I’m trying to save you. Your father built a legacy that is about to be destroyed because of one bitter man, one greedy man, and another’s poor life choices. Work with me, Harold, and we’ll save what your father built.”

Harold leaned back in his chair. “I already said you have our cooperation, but I want to be sure we have yours.”

“Always,” Garcia replied. With that, he put on his sunglasses and stood up. “If you will pardon me, ladies and gentlemen, I need to tell my superiors that operation Viking is a go.” Without waiting for a response, Garcia briskly walked out of the room and was gone from sight.

“You’re gonna have your hands full, my friend,” Tom said.

Harold chuckled. He just hoped Garcia was a man of his word. Cameron passed out forms for everyone to sign acknowledging Harold as the new chairman of the board and Tom as CEO. Tom informed him he would be contacted by Garcia at home sometime in the next twenty-four hours. Harold decided to head back home once the meeting had adjourned. He had experienced more than enough drama with Garcia, and he wanted time to think through the company’s agreement before their next encounter.
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​Harold felt the snow crunching underneath his feet with each heavy footfall. The gray sky over the bare trees of the forest told him another snow storm was coming. He stopped to get his bearings. Looking over his shoulder, he could see his footprints leading into the woods and out of sight. Finding his way back to the village would not be difficult, as long as he started back before the snow began.

He loosely gripped his large bow in his left hand. His quiver of arrows hung off his bearskin-covered back. His battle axe sat securely in its leather sheath, crisscrossed over the quiver of arrows. He heard a noise and silently turned his head to his left. A large buck had walked out of the woods. Its ears flickered as it sensed danger somewhere beyond its vision. 

Harold slowly withdrew his arrow and aimed his bow. He cringed as the bow creaked in protest to his mighty arms. Suddenly the animal’s head jerked in his direction, and it scampered off. He closed his eyes in frustration. His arm still held the butt of the arrow to his cheek. The cold air filled his nostrils, and the smell of wolf filled his mind. Harold spun around and opened his eyes.

Three feet away stood a stranger dressed in a wolf skin. Although he was at least five inches shorter than Harold, his bare chest told him that the stranger had to be a berserker. “Friend or foe?” Harold asked in a deep and foreboding voice.

“Brother,” answered the stranger.

Harold stared hard at him. The man’s blue eyes flashed through him, and he could see his baby brother being held in Joshua’s bare arms as the Browns took Harold by the hand and led him out of the queen’s longhouse on the way to their village. Harold wept for Bill. 

“I’m sorry, honey. We want your baby brother, but your mother won’t let us have him,” Queen Barbara said.

“But I don’t want to leave. I want Bill,” young Harold cried.

“We’ll try to reunite you.” Barbara held him close to her body. Her leather vest and skirt were rough. Harold reached up to touch the top of her sword’s hilt. He felt safe in her arms. He looked at King Richard. His large battle axes peeked out from behind his battle gear, and Harold’s eyes grew wide. His new mother was right. If anyone could reunite him with Bill, it was his new parents.

Harold’s mind returned to the snow and the man in front of him. “Bill, how did you find me here?”

Bill’s forehead wrinkled and his eyes looked skyward for a moment. “I don’t know, but something tells me you’re in danger.”

The sound of snow crunching interrupted their reunion. John came strolling out of the forest. Harold raised his arrow at John, and Bill turned in his direction and raised his battle axe. 

“Easy, boys,” said John. “I come in peace.”

“You’re a liar,” snarled Harold. “There’s nothing peaceful about you.”

John dropped his axe and lifted his palms to his shoulders. “See, I’m unarmed. I’m going to walk ten feet over to that log and sit down. Why don’t you join me?”

“We’ll stand, thanks,” Harold growled.

“Who is he, Brother?”

“A thief, murderer, and liar.”

John sat down on the log and looked at both men. “Brother? Oh, so you’re this brat’s long-lost brother Richard spoke about. Well, maybe you can help us out then.”

“There is no us,”

“Hear me out. Garcia is a dangerous man. He’s the reason I lost my company, and he’s the real reason Richard is dead.”

Harold tightened his bow further. The wood groaned under his strength, and the string tightened to the verge of breaking. His voice was guttural, “Mention my father one more time, and I’ll loose this arrow into your skull.”

John put up his hand. “Easy, brat. Besides, we both know that won’t kill me. This is important. Listen to me and then shoot me.”

Harold stood still as a stone.

John rolled his eyes. “Bull-headed runt. Listen to me. Garcia came to me when I was trying to get new defense contracts for my company. Contracts your dad seemed to always undercut. He promised me if I played ball he’d make everything right and help us with our future bids. All we had to do was play ball with him and provide our company as cover while he was embedded as an arms dealer in the Middle East during the latter half of the Iraq War.”

Harold relaxed his bow and lowered his arrow. “What happened?”

“We played ball. The liar never intended on following through. After the war ended, Garcia got moved to some other project. His handler told me there was nothing they could do. The political winds were changing. Somehow your dad managed to navigate his way through it, but the CIA couldn’t find time to help me out. It had all been a ruse, and I had taken my eye off the priorities of my company. That was the beginning of the end.”

“Why are you even telling me this? You blamed my father for everything. You killed my parents and tried to kill the rest of us.”

John’s smile made Harold’s blood run cold, and the darkness in his eyes seemed to suddenly flash with a fire behind them. “Because you are now the enemy of my enemy. You just don’t know it yet. We’ll always have our war between one another, and one day, I will drive you insane, but in the meantime, I want to make sure Garcia goes down for what he did.”

Harold stood there and considered what he had heard. He spit to the side. “Forget it. I will never become your puppet. Even if Garcia did use your company, you were the one that blamed my father and pushed him to suicide.”

John stood up, brushed off his butt, and walked towards his axe with his arm extended. Harold raised his bow again, and Bill stepped forward to stand atop John’s weapon. 

John stopped and pulled his hand away. “Okay, I can come back for it.” He looked at Bill. “I would stay out of your brother’s affairs. You’ll only get yourself in trouble.”

Bill stood silent, glaring towards John. John turned back to Harold. “Look, brat, you will help me with Garcia. If not for my sake, then for your own.”

Harold stood like a statue. His bow fingers quivered as he fought the urge to release the string and drive the arrow into John’s head.

“You think about what I said. It’s time to wake up now.”

A loud buzzing filled the sky and darkness filled his vision. He cracked his eyes open to find the morning sun shining over the beautiful Malibu hills and through his bedroom window. Harold slapped at the snooze bar to turn off the annoying buzzer and then turned off his alarm. He rolled over on his back. John’s words were still echoing in his mind and he turned his thoughts towards his day to forget his nightmare. Joshua and Maria were coming home, and he needed to make sure he called the maid service to go through their house. John’s warning about Garcia forced its way forward into Harold’s mind. Harold pushed against his own subconscious to remind himself that Garcia was supposed to call.

John’s words from his dream passed across his mind once more. He snorted and sat up in bed, rubbing his face in an attempt to remove the dream from his mind. Stumbling across the Spanish tile, he passed the wooden doors and walked into the arched entry of his shower. He stuck his head under the warm water and heard a voice say, “Don’t forget, brat.”

Harold pulled his body out from under the shower head and stepped out, dripping onto the tiled floor. Am I still dreaming? He slapped himself hard in the face. His right cheek lit up like fire. There was no doubt that he was awake. He spoke aloud to calm his nerves, “It was just a dream. Still, what harm will it do to chat with Garcia about what John said?” 

Harold stood silently. The house was quiet aside from the hum of the HVAC pushing the morning chill from the air. 

He let out a short laugh at his own fear and returned to the shower to start his day.
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​The doorbell rang. Harold stretched and rose from behind his father’s desk in the office. At first, he thought the maid service was done, but looking over at the wall clock he noticed they had only been across the street for a short time. The doorbell rang again, and he realized how much he missed having Maria around to answer the door. Harold plodded his way down the hall to the entryway. The doorbell rang a third time as he reached for the doorknob and jerked the door open.

Before him stood Garcia. Harold’s scowl reflected off Garcia’s large sunglasses. Garcia wore a broad smile, a T-shirt, shorts, and a pair of Van’s denim slip-ons. 

Garcia said, “Sorry about that. I thought maybe you didn’t hear me.”

“It’s a big house,” responded Harold.

“I guess Joshua and Maria are still gone, huh?”

“They return later this afternoon. Besides, that’s not her job anymore. I thought you were going to call.”

For once, Garcia removed his sunglasses without prompting. “I was in the neighborhood. I thought I would drop by.”

“Come on in.” Harold stepped to the side, and Garcia strolled in. “Let’s go out on the back deck. I’ve been inside all morning and could use the fresh air.”

“I could use the sunshine myself.”

The two men walked through the living room, out the French doors, and took a seat at Harold’s favorite table. When he realized he had
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