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One

“No, no, no, no, no. That can’t be right,” said Winston Reynolds to no one in particular. 

He had arrived at the El Sauce Observatory in the Atacama Desert of Chile just hours earlier. His work with ATLAS—the Asteroid Terrestrial-impact Last Alert System—at the University of Hawaii’s Institute for Astronomy had been stymied by a late season tropical depression that had produced thick cloud cover over their two .5-meter telescopes at Mauna Loa and Haleakalā on the islands. The storm system had stalled just south of the island chain and forecasts still gave a high probability for the storm to advance to typhoon status. 

On top of cloudy skies, the storm had also disrupted communications with the rest of the ATLAS group of observatories. He had been unable to connect remotely with scopes at any of their international locations. Tropical Storm Lillian hit with its double whammy at just the wrong time.

What he had seen just before their scopes were blinded by the clouds needed confirmation. Right away. His director had agreed and arranged for him to fly as soon as possible to Observatorio El Sauce Rio Hurtado, where the high desert offered 300 clear nights a year, and its altitude of 5,000-plus feet afforded great viewing of the southern sky. The observatory was designated ATLAS-CHL as part of the automated alert system.

He examined the astronomical survey images captured by CHI-1, a Planewave CK24 telescope. The 61-cm telescope with Corrected Dall Kirkham optical design, a set of Astrodon astrophotography filters, and Sloan photometry filters, was excellent for the astrophotography of deep-sky objects that he desperately needed. He hoped that the southern perspective of the deep sky would enable him to more accurately calculate a trajectory for the object he had observed. Instead, he was shocked by what he saw  . . . or didn’t see.

“Where’d it go?” Again, alone in the room, he talked to himself.

He turned at the sound of footsteps entering the room and was shocked to see who had joined him. No introduction was needed. He knew her by sight and reputation.

“Professor Ruiz. How? Why? I-I-I’m honored to meet you, but how . . .”

The elderly astronomer held up her hand and nodded to quiet him. “Buenas tardes, Doctor Reynolds. Dr. Davies called me and told me of your concerns. I helped arrange your transportation here in Chile and thought I might be of some help.”

Elena Ramona Mendoza was currently a Professor at the Universidad de Chile Department of Astronomy (DAS) and the Director of the Center for Excellence in Astrophysics and Associated Technologies (CATA). She had earned her doctorate in astrophysics at Harvard. Her pioneering work included the discovery of the brown dwarf star system Baloo-1 just 62 lights years from earth. She was recognized as a trailblazer for women in science, having been the first woman to receive Chile's National Prize for Exact Sciences and the first female president of the Chilean Academy of Sciences. 

“Thank you, Professor Mendoza.” He truly appreciated the helicopter ride from Santiago, instead of the six-plus hour drive into the high desert north of the capital, the last hour of which encompassed dusty gravel and dirt roads.

“Por favor, call me Elena. What have you found?”

Winston called up a series of star surveys on the computer. “I have been following this . . .” He pointed to a speck of light on the screen. “. . . for the past week.” She nodded, her brow furrowed. “Initially, its trajectory seemed to point to another interstellar origin, like 1I/’Oumuamua and 3I/ATLAS, but coming from the direction of Virgo.” The 1I and 3I designations pointed to the first and third interstellar objects discovered in our solar system.

“Have you looked at it through Hubble or Webb?”

He shook his head. “Not yet. I wanted one more night of observation to confirm before reporting it to the Minor Planet Center, but the clouds arrived at home.”

“I was told that you have a concern about its trajectory.”

Again, he nodded. “I do, and I came here hoping to get a better look, after Hawaii got shut out by the storm. But now I don’t know what to think. It . . . it has disappeared from our surveys.” He pointed to the latest survey from El Sauce’s telescope. “I can’t continue running its trajectory now.”

The professor let out a deep breath. “Ay dios mío.”





Two

“C’mon, Aric. Do you really need to invite the entire football team?”

Aric Afton and his fiancée Jessica Larson sat in his brother Adam’s den, reviewing the final invitation list to their upcoming wedding. After his stellar proposal at the Missouri Botanical Gardens the previous Christmas, she had hoped for a June wedding. Booking the church was no problem. Her father, Thomas, was the senior pastor at the church where they would marry. The problems arose with the caterer, reception venue, and photographer. Well, those whom she and her mom insisted upon, anyway. They were all booked for months in advance, particularly for the weekends of the summer months, which in Kenosha, WI weren’t numerous.

“Gee, Jess. Those were the guys I hung with at Carthage, besides our common friends in the church’s young adults group.”

She frowned and shook her head. “No, you hung out with the three or four guys in your dorm, not the entire team. You weren’t even on the team.”

He waggled his head from side to side. She had a point, but he felt that he couldn’t invite just three guys without upsetting some of the others on the team. They had all stood up for him when the LGBTQI+ alphabet crowd tried their hardest to get him expelled simply because he stood for Biblical values.

“We need to pare this list down. The Upper East only holds 250 guests comfortably, and we’re at almost 300 people. I have to get these invitations out this week. We’re only six weeks away.”

Six weeks? Where had the time gone? Aric furrowed his brow. “I thought they could hold 300. I’m sure I saw that number somewhere.” He grabbed his phone to check their website.

Jess nodded. “True. That’s their max, if we want to feel crammed in like sardines in a can.”

“Oh.” He put his phone back on the table.

“Besides, I don’t want to make my folks spend more than we really feel is necessary. If we go over the 250 number, there are higher setup fees and stuff in addition to the cost of the added meals.”

Aric reached deep into his memory to find another reason not to back down, but there wasn’t one. He had already dropped some of his closer high school friends. After all, he had mostly lost touch with them when they went off to other colleges or started work. His best friend from those years, Dan Lewis, had apparently gone underground after their escapade in Portland with Dan’s cousin, Peter, and Peter’s Antifa cell. The last he’d heard, Dan had joined that anarchist group and had a price on his head for arson. That he hadn’t been rounded up yet simply attested to the lack of interest in doing so by the progressive authorities that used Antifa for their own purposes. 

Actually, in thinking about it, he didn’t need to eliminate Dan from the invitation list. The guy hadn’t even made to the list in the first place, a fact that saddened Aric if he dwelt on it too long.

Aric sighed. He wasn’t going to win this one. “Okay, okay. Just keep Mitch, Brian, and Zach. We can drop the other ten.”

She smiled. “Thank you. That means 20 less since they’d all come with their plus-ones. That helps a lot.” She crossed off those ten names and reviewed the list. “Let’s see it we can drop at least ten more names.”

“Hey, you two. Did you hear the news?” Aric’s brother, Adam, walked into the den and went straight for the TV remote. “Hey, where’s the remote? It usually sits right here on the end table next to my chair.” 

Aric nodded. “Sorry, moved it over there, under the TV, to make room for all of our stuff.” He pointed to the TV stand that held bis brother’s DVD player and soundbar for the large-screen television that was mounted to the wall above it.

Adam retrieved it and flipped on the device. Newsmax was covering whatever was happening. Sam Sussman, one of the lead newscasters for the network, continued.

“Well, this certainly changes the dynamics of the upcoming election. Eric, what do you think?” He passed the question on to Eric Georgescu, one of his fellow commentators—no relation to Călin Georgescu, the conservative, ultra-populist agronomist from Romania who was running for election as that country’s president. 

“That’s an understatement, Sam. Early polls would suggest that the President’s endorsement of Vice President Ellis puts her in a good position. Of course, word on the Hill is that this move has truly angered the senior ranks of the Democrat Party. The President’s campaign is saying that he did so because her name was also on the campaign’s bank accounts, and this allows her to continue on with that war chest of nearly a billion dollars. Otherwise, the campaign would have to refund most of those donations.”

Sussman nodded. “There are also rumors that the President did this to spite those Democrat leaders who forced him out. That holds some ominous implications to it.”

“Yes, we’re hearing that as well. And I believe that could be true. Insiders are telling us that the President’s wife and family are livid over the party’s leaders pushing him aside. One way or the other, the match-up of Graham and Ellis has thrown this election cycle into a tizzy. We’ll see what the Democrats do at their national convention next week. We might be up for another twist to this saga.”

Aric tuned out at that point. Between wedding planning, his so-far unsuccessful job search, and all of the political drama of the upcoming elections, he felt drained. Time to set priorities. Again. He started at the beginning of their list and reviewed the names one more time.







Adam could see that Aric and Jess were focused on their invitation list, so he didn’t push the matter of the President’s withdrawal from the race. But to him, the change seemed to hold more important overtones. 

“I’ll let you two get back to your list.” Jess hadn’t even looked up while he was there.

Aric grunted a brief, “Okay. Thanks,” and returned his focus to Jess and their list.

Adam shook his head in accepting their lack of interest, turned off the TV, set down the remote where he’d found it, and left the room. He knew who to call to discuss it. The recipient of the phone call answered on the first ring.

“Hey, Adam. Do I get three guesses as to why you’re calling?” He laughed.

“Hi, Lynch. You’d probably get it in one.” He, too, laughed. 

Lynch Cully knew him too well. But he also knew Bradley Graham very well, having been Graham’s director of security in the man’s first presidential campaign. In fact, when Graham had been kidnapped by Deep State operatives during that campaign, Lynch was the guy who found him. Adam wondered if the Graham campaign had again consulted Lynch during this second campaign. If so, Lynch could have some special insights about what might happen next.

“Well, let’s see. You’re curious about what’s going on with Sidon’s withdrawal from the race.”

“Told ya. You got it in one guess.” He paused. “So, do you know anything you can share with me?”

“Do you have a need to know?” 

Adam didn’t know how to reply. Of course, he had no need to know. He was just curious. “Uh, not really.”

“Just messing with you. To be honest, I don’t know anything special. The alternative press is reporting that Sidon was pushed out the door with blackmail threats from Democrat leaders, and that appears to be the case. No one seems to know what those leaders have over the guy, but we figure they have lots of options they could use. Sidon’s been the most corrupt president in recent history, maybe in the entire history of the country. What do you know?”

“Huh?”

“C’mon, Adam. We both know you have the ability to uncover all kinds of dirt on, well, on anyone.”

Lynch was one of four people who knew about UltraNet. Years earlier he had worked on a PsyOp program for the DOD in Afghanistan. The resulting, privately-owned, surveillance software, AlterNet, was unlike anything ever created. However, after his daughter’s kidnapping, he learned what his boss was really doing with the software. Adam used the program not only to find his daughter but to expose his boss, General (Ret) Wallace Chamberlain, and with Chamberlain’s unexpected “accidental” death, he proceeded to shut down the program entirely. When Werner Koch and the World Order Council, or WOC, tried to resurrect the program for their Deep State to use against, well, against everyone outside of their elite circle, he shut them down completely as well. He had also been successful in remaining anonymous. Only one person had succeeded in uncovering his identity, and ironically, Koch had had her killed before learning that she had found the person Koch hunted and attempting to force that info from her.

“Lynch, I’ve been living up to our deal. No using UltraNet for stuff like that without your agreement. I’m being good.”

He had cleaned up his act, as they say. His use of the program remained aboveboard, typically being used only with Lynch’s agreement. Besides, to do such online snooping on a sitting President held all sorts of national security implications. He may have damaged the government’s cybersecurity apparatus several months earlier, but he had no doubt that they had learned from that encounter, rebuilt, improved, and secured the system. 

 “I’m glad to hear that, but, honestly, if you were to, say, calculate the new odds of Graham winning, I’d be glad to pass that on.”

“That’s all? I’m confident I could find things to help sway those odds.”

“No. Let the campaign do that kind of work. Let them be the ones with dirty hands, if caught.”

“Okay. Do you really think we’ll even make it to an election?”

“Actually, yes. I know I’ve talked with you about the 42-month reign of the beast in Revelation and that there’s a chance that Christ could return soon, at the end of that 42-month period I discovered. But that didn’t pan out. Yom Teruah, aka Rosh Hashanah, just ended for this year, and I’ve come to realize two things. One is that events in the Middle East just haven’t lined up to lead to such an event. For example, Damascus hasn’t been destroyed yet, as prophesied in Isaiah, and the countries mentioned in Ezekiel 38 are not aligned as I’d expect them to be. Iran doesn’t lead that group, Turkey does. But more importantly, I’ve realized that nothing in Scripture said He’d return at the end of that period. John’s prophecy simply talks about the end of the beast’s reign. Still, I’m beginning to think that the end of the Deep State’s reign will be the trigger for other repercussions mentioned in Revelation.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Reread Revelation 17 about the woman sitting upon the beast. She’s called the great harlot and the mother of all harlots who sits on many waters. She represents the status quo, the worldly culture that exists all around us. She has to be taken down, destroyed to some degree, before Christ returns.”

Adam shook his head, not wanting to think about what he thought Lynch was referring to.

“Am I reading you correctly, or am I reading too much into your comment? Are you saying that the world is going to come crashing down around us?”

“I’m not saying that. The Bible says that, in my opinion, but there are a couple of options there. It might not be the entire world economy crashes. It might be the Deep State’s economic system that is eliminated, what some people call the British Imperial System.” There was a long pause. “Hey, Amy is calling for me, so I need to go. Let’s give this a couple of months to see what happens and then we can discuss it again. Keep your eyes open. Something’s bound to change now that Rosh Hashanah is over, and it might be subtle.”

Or not, thought Adam. Lynch’s “discovery” made sense. God’s timetables always seemed to work along the dates of His ordained feasts, not timetables created by man. That there were precisely 42 months between the last day of Passover Week in 2021 and the first day of Yom Teruah a couple of days ago, couldn’t be a coincidence. Sidon’s administration and his appointees were firmly in place by that April three and a half years ago. He, and the Deep State he represented, had full reign to establish their goals. But now? If that reign was truly over, what lie ahead?

 


Three

Dieter Fuchs watched with disgust as the old man was led toward a podium surrounded by teleprompters. A second handler scurried onto the stage to help lead him in the right direction. Even with personal guidance, the addled senior citizen tried  to go his own way twice, a way that led to the edge of the platform and a six-foot fall. Is this supposed to be the leader of the free world? Perhaps the world would be better off to let him go his own way, he thought, right off the edge.

President Charles Henry “Po” Sidon had been rumored to have been deteriorating for months. As Dieter observed this particular moment, he recognized he had had several personal “encounters” with the President over the past year that had convinced him that the rumors were true. Perhaps “encounter” was the wrong word. There had been no personal contact, simply close observations on behalf of his boss, Werner Koch, the head of the World Order Council. Tonight’s press announcement was but one more. 

He knew what was about to happen. Still, this action seemed extreme. The old man was easily controlled. He could be kept away from personal appearances. There was no requirement that he hold press conferences, and his speeches, kept to a minimum, could be well scripted. They already were. There was no reason he couldn’t continue on as the figurehead he was now.

His Vice President, however, had a will of her own at times. Often at just the wrong time. There could be no guarantee that their puppet masters could totally control her. Zhèng Jian, the President’s chief-of-staff, had been correct in his assessment of the woman in his multiple reports to Werner Koch. The woman was not ready for prime time. Indeed, only one candidate for President could be considered worse than Sidon . . . and she was that person.

The stage lights flashed on, and the President seemed to perk up. The old man faced the main camera, offered a stiff upper lip, and began his tightly scripted speech.

“My fellow Americans, tonight, I, with heavy heart, must announce that I am pulling out the race for President. I had looked forward to serving you for another four years, to completing the work we have started, and to continuing to lead this nation to the greatness it deserves. I am removing my name from the hat for personal and family reasons. My press secretary will provide more details over the coming week. Thank you for the honor of serving you as President these past three-plus years, and for the many years as a senator and vice president.”

There. That was the end of the prepared speech. The man had done remarkably well, showing a bit of his earlier prowess as a senator. Now, it would be up to the leaders of the Democrat Party to find a suitable replacement. They had but a handful of months before the election, and their national convention was only a week away. These same leaders had pressured the old man into quitting. No, not pressured, blackmailed. Yes, blackmail was the appropriate term.

He watched as the old man’s two handlers returned to the stage. He noted that both stopped short. What? What was the president doing?

“I want to take this opportunity to pass the baton to my Vice President, Bhalla Ellis. She has my full support moving on, and my campaign will virtually poll the voting delegates prior to next week’s convention to gain the nomination for her.”

Dieter put both hands to his temples and shook his head. What had the man just done? The powers-that-be were not going to be happy with this. Herr Koch must be livid. Dieter knew his boss would be watching this much anticipated speech. Who was behind this endorsement? Was the President, or someone close to him, so angry about his forced retirement that they were willing to sacrifice the entire election?

Both parties held extremely accurate data. The publicly released polls were usually manipulated to push one party’s faithful, or the other’s, to the polls. However, the numbers held within each campaign could accurately forecast the outcomes of whatever election was at hand. 

Dieter had seen the polling data. With the President matched against Bradley Graham, who was seeking a return to office, the election was largely a toss-up. Both parties would need to galvanize their bases and push to get their people to the polls. As of now, the conservative, populist base of Graham’s American Party was outmaneuvering their progressive Democrat counterparts as well as the old-school stalwarts of the Republican Party. Graham’s campaign was effectively using social media and the alternative conservative media to get his message out. Sidon’s campaign still relied upon the mainstream media which had seen its influence plummet since the pandemic. 

With the new match-up, Ellis vs. Graham, the ex-president was a shoo-in. The mainstream media would desperately attempt to support her campaign. It would be an uphill battle, but Dieter knew the numbers. Before it even started, it was no longer a rescue operation. It would be a recovery action . . . and the bodies would be numerous.





Four

Winston’s stay in Chile had been delightful in some ways, such as getting to know Elena, but mostly frustrating . . . and puzzling. On the third night there, the object seemed to return, but the image was faint enough to call it into question. Then, over the next several nights, nothing, only for that faint signature to reappear for two nights and then disappear again. His planned one-week stay extended into three, as his Hawaiian home remained cloudy while his hunt continued.

As there had been no further confirmed sighting of the anomaly he hunted, his concerns abated somewhat. Elena offered her opinions about the original sighting and the object’s later dance with their telescopes, if it was real. Mostly she reassured him that it was just what he called it—an anomaly. A glitch. Electronic dust on the scope. 

Yet, there was one option that still nagged at him when he let it into his mind. Was the object simply being hidden by the moon or another planet? Jupiter was in that part of the sky. He couldn’t quite shake that possibility, although after the first two weeks both he and the professor discounted that alternative. But should he?

The storm that had clouded the Hawaiian skies finally passed, so after a warm send-off by his new Chilean friend, he now sat in his office in the Institute for Astronomy, or IfA, building in Mānoa Valley near the university’s main campus on O’ahu. He needed to catch up on email and student inquiries. Fortunately, his teaching assistant had carried the load while he was gone. She had done a wonderful job for which he would reward her, somehow. He would need to consult his wife, Claire. She was much better at such things. Speaking of his assistant, he saw her pass his office door.

“Hey, Nalani!” She reappeared in the hall outside his office door.

“Hi, Doctor Reynolds. I didn’t realize you would be here today. I was just on my way to fly to Maui to add some new instrumentation to PS2 at Haleakalā.” 

The Panoramic Survey Telescope and Rapid Response System 2, or PanSTARRS 2, telescope, part of the ATLAS program, was completed in 2017 and held the world’s largest digital camera capable of capturing nearly 1.5 billion pixels. By contrast, his iPhone 17 captured just 48 million pixels. Mostly funded by NASA, ATLAS had been created by the university. On a nightly basis, their two PanSTARRS scopes scanned about 1,000 square degrees of the night sky. Then, by comparing the four exposures that covered a period of about an hour, they could identify objects that move. Any objects that were deemed likely to be Near Earth Objects, NEOs, were reported to the Minor Planet Center, which triggered a worldwide network of telescopes to obtain additional observations—determination of their orbits and sizes, composition, and whether they posed a threat to the Earth. All other moving objects were also reported to the Minor Planet Center, but not urgently.

He nodded. “Got back last night. What are you adding?”

“Well, it’s not so much adding as it is upgrading. We put together a new polarimeter for it. After reviewing data from 3I/ATLAS and its coma, we thought the current polarimeter could use it. Behavior like that comet’s weird outgassing and directional changes might be better explained in the future after we add this.”

“Sounds good. I assume Doctor Mitchell approved it in my absence.”

She nodded. “Sure did. Hey, I need to get going, but did you discover 4I/ATLAS?” She grinned.

He shook his head. “Not at all. Whatever it was, it disappeared from my first scan at El Sauce. Then it, if it really exists, seemed to play hide’n seek. We couldn’t confirm any trajectory and now wonder if it was just an anomaly.” 

“Awww, too bad. If it proved to be interstellar, we could have named it 4I/Reynolds after you.” She laughed as he smiled and shook his head.

“Guess who I —”

“See you tomorrow morning.” 

She hurried off before he completed his sentence. No biggie, he thought. She’ll be just as jealous tomorrow when I tell her I met and dined with her idol, Doctor Mendoza.

Winston worked through the remaining emails and answered half a dozen student questions before lunch. For lunch, he wandered over to the Off the Hook Poke market for his favorite Wasabi Furikake, which he enjoyed back at the sole table and umbrella in the institute’s sterile, concrete courtyard. Few people ever sat there, so he had the spot to himself for as long as it took him to eat. Then it was back to his office.

His computer screen notified him of numerous emails and messages. “Guess folks know I’m back,” he said to the empty office. He began to scan his inbox. Nothing urgent, and then he saw the tenth one, from Doctor Mendoza. He quickly opened the email. The message was brief:




Winston, 

Tonight, look to Right Ascension: 07h 43m 37s and Declination: +23° 54' 14". Let me know what you find. 

Elena




He quickly pulled up the institute’s astronomy software and entered the coordinates. Much like longitude and latitude on earth, the RA and Dec gave celestial coordinates for the sky. His heart quickened. These coordinates were approximate to those of his anomaly three weeks earlier. As he used the software, he noted that Jupiter was but minutes off from this location. A moving object couldn’t stay hidden behind the moon or a planet because they circled the sun just as the earth did, and a distant object would become observable as those rotations moved on. Unless . . .

It was the ‘unless’ that suddenly worried him.







James Conrad Bulloch—Conrad to those who knew him—swiveled in his chair to gaze out his office window. The high-backed maroon leather chair afforded him the luxury of leaning back into its tufted headrest in a semi-reclining position. He yawned as he rubbed both eyes and his forehead with the palms of his hands. It had been a long day.

Too long. But then, that seemed to be his new norm.

The scene outside the Committee on Foreign Affairs building, just a block west from the Executive Office Building in Washington, D.C., was a bit mundane. One-way traffic headed north. Pedestrians hurried along both sides of the busy street, avoiding the blaring of horns as they ignored lights and crosswalks and jaywalked to get to their destinations, no doubt to get to some meeting they were running late for. Autumn leaves fell as the late season winds cleared them from the trees and blew them along the pavement.

He had been groomed for this job for several decades, starting with a Rhodes Scholarship while at Yale, progressing through the World Order Council’s Youth Mentoring Program, and finally landing a position as a top aide to one of the leading progressive senators from New York, a man who would go on to become the Senate’s majority leader for years. From there, the highly envied role as Vice Chair of the Committee with leadership of their Foreign Relations committee was a shoe-in. It was that role that had him situated in D.C. and not in the Committee’s headquarters in New York.

Someone had once asked him if he felt honored to have such a highly respected position. Of course, he had said yes, but in reality, he believed he was owed such status. He had been born with the proverbial platinum-plated spoon in his mouth and named after a long-dead family patriarch.

James D. Bulloch had been the head of the English office of the Confederate Secret Service, as well as Teddy Roosevelt’s “favorite uncle.” As head of that office, he had become ensconced in British global finance circles and had provided the funds, through their Montreal office, for John Wilkes Booth to assassinate Lincoln after their plan to kidnap the president had fallen through. Upon the Confederacy’s defeat by Union forces, he had been forced to stay in England because of the price on his head. He died there a wealthy man.

James D. was James C.’s great-great-grandfather, and although several generations separated them, James Conrad Bulloch fully endorsed the same British-based globalist system. He had been raised among the elite and held no desire to engage or lift up the common working man.  

It was Lincoln’s economic advisor, Henry Carey who had written in The Harmony of Interests that “Two systems are before the world . . . One looks to pauperism, ignorance, depopulation, and barbarism; the other in increasing wealth, comfort, intelligence, combination of action, and civilization. One looks towards universal war; the other towards universal peace. One is the English system; the other we may be proud to call the American system, for it is the only one ever devised the tendency of which was that of elevating while equalizing the condition of man throughout the world.”

No, Conrad preferred the English way, in which he was one of the elite with its increasing wealth. It was the pursuit of that “American system” by Lincoln, McKinley, and Kennedy that had forced the hands of the elites to assassinate them. Sadly, the attempts on Graham had failed, but his commitment to this “American system,” with his American Party’s staunch grassroots conservatism, made stopping him of paramount importance.

The intercom on his desk buzzed, and he turned back to his desk to respond.

“Sir, the gentlemen you’ve been waiting for are here.” 

He half smiled as he shook his head. Gentlemen is hardly what I’d call them, he thought. He pressed the button on his phone console and said, “Thanks, Margaret. Please show them in and then you can head home. Sorry this kept you so late.”

“Thank you, sir. See you Monday.”

Two men entered his office at his secretary’s direction. Neither had been here before, and if Conrad had his way, they would have no need to return in the future.

Introductions were not in order, although Conrad knew neither one’s name. He offered his hand and fought to avoid a grimace at the vice-like grip of the taller one. “Can I offer you a bottle of water or coffee?” He kept a Keurig coffee maker in his office just for times such as this. On his own, he consumed a full pot of java daily, and Margaret kept him well caffeinated as one of her primary duties.

“No thanks. I’m good,” said the older looking man.

“Me, too,” said the taller one.

Conrad directed them to seats in a sitting area across the room from his desk. As they took chairs next to each other, he sat opposite them. He tried to assess them based upon the information he had already been provided. Perhaps a little test was in order.

“Ich habe gehört, dass Sie etwas für mich haben.” He had been told that they had information to sell.

The taller man answered. “Ja, und wir wollen eine halbe Million Dollar dafür.” 

Asking only half a million dollars? That surprised him. Clearly, he was, perhaps they were, fluent in German. What about Russian?

“Почему нас должно интересовать то, что у вас есть?” Why would he be interested in what they have?

The older man answered this time. “поскольку его публичное обнародование вызвало бы сильное замешательство.”

Highly embarrassing? What could they have that would be so?

The younger man added, “Брэдли Грэм, возможно, захочет этим воспользоваться.”

Now they truly had his attention. If Bradley Graham could find this information helpful, then Conrad could hardly afford to let it go.

The younger, taller man continued. “And if you wish to continue to test us, between us we are also fluent in French, Spanish, Arabic, Greek, Ukrainian, and Polish.” He nodded toward his older comrade. “And he possesses a passable Mandarin. We know what we’re doing.”

Conrad was also fluent in French but could not claim any other languages. He had underestimated them. The old saying about judging a book by its cover flit through his mind. Their off-the-rack suits and rough demeanors had led him to peg them as opportunists. Clearly,  they had some notable skills. 

He nodded. “Please forgive me. I think you understand that I needed to do that, based on what I was told about the information you say you have.”

They both nodded. The older man said, “We do, and we expected no less. Would you like to see what we have?”

Conrad nodded this time. “Please. What do you need?”

The man pulled out his phone, called up a video, and handed it to Conrad. As he watched, his eyes widened. To call it embarrassing was spot on, yet also an understatement. This could lead to the fall of the man in the recording. 

“Where? How?” 

“Not important. I told you we know what we’re doing. The man involved does not know this copy exists. And I can assure you, this is not AI generated. It is real.”

“And you only want half a million?”

“Well, yes and no.” He held up a flash drive. “That gets you the phone and this thumb drive, the only copies we have of the video. However, we’d like more business from the Committee as well. Consider this video a good faith gesture to show we can get things done.”

 Conrad thought a bit. “The money is no problem. I can arrange that payment now. However, your other request is not one that I alone am able to grant.”

The two men looked at each other before the younger replied, “We understand. As was stated, consider our low-cost offer a good faith gesture.”

“I will pass it on. Now, let’s see to your payment.”





Five

Werner Koch was not a happy man. Nor were others on the World Order Council’s board. For the past few weeks, ever since Charles Sidon announced his withdrawal from the U.S. presidential race and endorsed his vice president, it seemed that events around him were spiraling out of control. Sidon’s chief-of-staff, Zhèng Jian, had informed him months earlier that Bhalla Ellis was not ready for prime time. Time had borne out that statement.

His people reported that she was unable to get a grasp on the most basic foreign policy, domestic economic policies, and even some social policies, although the latter was considered her strong suit. The LGBT activists endorsed and loved her, if that could be considered a strength. Werner’s personal beliefs in those progressive ideals had been challenged after his encounter with Yolina Zhdanov. She, or was it he—Werner remained confused about her true gender—had been a mistake that he regretted every day. But she was gone. His other regret was that she had been eliminated before she could give him the name of the mysterious AlterNet programmer he had sought so desperately.

From his inside reports, Werner knew that Ellis had turned to alcohol to “fortify” herself for every . . . every . . . campaign event. That led to her rambling in nonsensical statements which the alternative press was quick to pick up on and criticize, while the mainstream press tried to sweep her actions under the rug. They were quick to edit her interviews to make her appear literate. 

As each day brought them closer to the American elections, he saw their power slip. After the 2022 elections, the Democrats lost their trifecta—control of the presidency, Congress, and Senate —with the Republicans gaining a minor majority in Congress and the Democrats holding only a 51 to 49 seat edge in the Senate. However, more importantly to their globalist efforts, the conservative block in the Republican Party had gained much ground, enough to force out the elite’s choice for Speaker and slowing down the WOC’s agenda.

As he gazed across Starnberger See from his study’s windows overlooking the lake, the full glory of autumn in southern Germany shown. His pondering was disturbed by his private phone. He glanced at the caller’s ID and quickly answered.

“Ja, Dieter. Welche Neuigkeiten haben Sie für mich?” He was expecting good news from his operative. For a change.

“I am sorry, Herr Koch, but I do not have good news for you. On either front.”

Werner felt his shoulders slump.

“We have combed the remains of the hunting lodge where Zhdanov died but found nothing helpful to you.”

“Not even on the phone SSD card they found earlier?” That memory card had been found by Russian investigators in the bathroom where the woman had died, near her body.

“Nein, Herr Koch. Our contacts in the FSB have told me that everything on that card had been rendered useless by the heat. Every bit of data.”

Werner sighed. That had been a two-edged Sword of Damocles hanging over him. On one side, she could have had even more photos and information what would be personally damaging to him. On the other, she might have had information about the ever-elusive programmer he sought.

“And about the other task?” Even as he asked, he could practically hear the man shaking his head on the other end.

“No one I have contacted is willing. I offered the maximum reward that you authorized, but no one is willing to take the risk. After the previous attempt led to that man’s death and the beefed-up security around Graham that resulted, even your five-million-dollar bounty could not entice anyone.”

Werner was surprised and yet knew he shouldn’t be. The attempted assassination of Bradley Graham at a western New York rally had topped the news cycle for two weeks earlier that summer. That young man had been ideologically groomed for such a task and accepted an offer that was a fraction of what Werner now offered. He felt sure that someone would be enticed by a life-changing offer like he now made . . . until he realized that the likely life change would be the end of that life. 

“Danke, Dieter, for trying. The offer still stands should anyone be willing.”

“I will keep my ears open, Herr Koch. Anything else?”

“Nein. I will call should I need anything further from you.” He stood and moved closer to the window. As he stared across the lake, he wondered if maybe he was going about this wrong. Maybe they needed a sudden accident to befall their new candidate, not the opposition. Why not make her the martyr instead of him? 

He shook his head. As much as he disliked Bhana Ellis as the Democrat candidate, who else did they have? She was pliable and easy to control. Her electability was the main concern.

He returned to his desk. Other business from the WOC called.







Dieter shook his head as he disconnected the call to his boss. Boss. Werner Koch disliked being called by that word. The man said it sounded too pedestrian, too plebeian. Yes, plebeian was the word Koch used. Dieter had to look it up: common, lower-class, proletarian. Koch preferred terms like handler, manager, and director. Whatever. Dieter shrugged. Like it or not, Herr Koch was his boss.

He walked to the window of the hotel room and glanced around the drawn curtain. He looked up and down along the street outside. He noted nothing out of place or of concern.

The hunting lodge fire and Yolina Zhdanov’s death had occurred weeks earlier. Although he was certain that nothing there could tie those events to him, he knew better than to throw caution to the wind. He would keep his eyes open and take every precaution he knew to take. After all, she had been tied to Russia’s FSB, and he had taken out her handlers as well, in order to get the flash drive that held the incriminating video requested by Herr Koch. The FSB was not an organization to take for granted.

The time to check out of this hotel had come. He rarely stayed more than two nights in any one lodging, but for reasons beyond his control, this was day five. Time to go.

He grabbed his suitcase, exited the room, and headed toward the elevator. As the lift’s door opened, he saw the petite Romani housekeeper with her cart. She smiled. 

He had seen this woman several times throughout his stay, as she was responsible for cleaning his room.  As such, he had gone online to find out whatever he could about her. There wasn’t much. She appeared to be just what he saw—a housekeeper for the hotel who sent monthly remittances to her family in Georgia, in a village north of Batumi along the Black Sea. His few verbal interactions with her had been brief, as her Romani language was not one he understood. She apparently understood very little Russian and no German.

He typically would refuse to use an elevator with someone else in the car. If he got into an empty car and someone else joined him on another floor, he would smile and exit as if that was his destination. Yet, he needed to move on before the FSB, or a member of any of a number of other initialed agencies, could pin down his whereabouts.

He smiled as he rolled his suitcase onto the elevator. With her cart there, along with his suitcase, he found himself in an unsuitable position where she was behind and to his left. Had this been anyone other than her, he would have left the car quickly and waited for another. But he had checked her out thoroughly, and he had only six floors to descend. 

Trying to act nonchalant, he turned to face the door. He never heard the rustle of her retrieving the silenced Glock from her cart. The last thing he saw was her leaving the car one floor below, taking the cart with her, and pushing the button for the lobby. The last thing he heard—and hearing was always said to be the last sense to go—was “для Йолины” . . . for Yolina in fluent, accent-free Russian.





Six

The previous six weeks were a blur. Aric thought finals week the past spring was tense, but the last month and a half made his senior finals seem like a cakewalk. Between wedding plans, job hunting, and assisting Adam in getting his business back on its feet, he sometimes wondered when he had time to breathe.

“Cause all my life You have been faithful 

And all my life You have been so, so good 

With every breath that I am able 

Oh, I will sing of the goodness of God”


Aric knew the words of this Bethel Music worship song, “Goodness of God,” by heart, and yet all he could muster was mouthing the words. The day had finally come, and he couldn’t keep his eyes off Jess. When she first appeared at the back of the church with her dad, she took his breath away and now, these words, with friends and family joining in the worship, had a double meaning. Jess was the goodness of God entering his life for eternity.

As their guests sat down, he took her hand, and they walked toward the small table at the side of stage. Their mothers had joined them, each with a candle that they now lit and handed to their respective offspring. Together, Jess and Aric used their candles to light a taller, single candle. The people laughed when the unity candle didn’t want to stay lit. On the third attempt, it began to glow brightly, and
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