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“Reads like "Entrapment" as reinterpreted by Dan Brown, with a dash of Indiana Jones. Could keep me up all night!”

 

“Treasure Fever is a smooth read with nice dialogue, a fun plot and great description of locale and setting. It is my kind of adventure with archaeological search and suspense.”

 

“…very "Lara Croft meets Dirk Pitt". Easy and fun read. I enjoyed reading this!”

 

“…good early action. Author tells a very engaging story and has great phrasing…it certainly kept my interest and has a lot of directed action toward a very satisfying ending.”

 

“Fun, fun, fun. A fun, adventure-filled romp through the jungle; a mish-mash of vaguely familiar stories and legends, expertly woven and tied up in the end with a big, gold bow.”

 

 

 

 

For Jerry Shirinian

 

A dear friend, full of wit, who always enjoyed reading a good tale.

 

A gallant knight,

In sunshine and in shadow,

Had journeyed long,

Singing a song,

In search of El Dorado.

But he grew old—

This knight so bold—

And o’er his heart a shadow

Fell as he found

No spot of ground

That looked like El Dorado.

And, as his strength

Failed him at length,

He met a pilgrim shadow—

‘Shadow,’ said he,

‘Where can it be—

This land of El Dorado?’

‘Over the Mountains

Of the Moon,

Down the Valley of the Shadow,

Ride, boldly ride,’

The shade replied—

‘If you seek for El Dorado!’

 

—EDGAR ALLEN POE,

“El Dorado” poem from 1849


One

Cajamarca, Peru

1533 A.D.

 

The incandescent sunset receded. The vivid landscape of lavender and gold hues fading into the ether, casting the world into formidable darkness. The makings of cultivated farmland, irrigation trenches, and terraced orchards led up to untapped mountains overrun by jungle where unseen predators prowled in the night.

There was a crowd gathered.

At the center of it all was the greatest Inca warrior to ever live, Atahualpa. Once a glorious emperor overseeing an empire that spanned half of South America, he’d been stripped of all his power and prestige, reduced to nothing more than a pitiful, skin-and-bones prisoner.

A prisoner charged with twelve counts of heinous crimes.

After bestowing upon him the sacred honor of baptism, Friar Valverde read off the charges one by one so that everyone in the public square could bear witness. They included usurpation of the crown, idolatry, and for slaying his own brother during the bloody civil war.

“Do you acknowledge your guilt of these crimes before the Lord your God and the crown of Castile?” the noble-minded friar questioned.

Bound in a throne-like chair with a colorful feathered headdress, the proud Incan warrior cast a sharp, defiant eye on the watchful crowd encircling him. They gawked at him with impunity, sowing discord, all anticipating the impending execution with righteous glee. Their faces reflected as shapeshifting ghouls in the festering firelight.

Atahualpa inhaled sharply as if drawing in his very last breath. He didn’t bother responding. What was done was done and his fate was sealed. No words by him would change that. He’d made the grave mistake of trusting the invaders, in awe of their God-like splendor, brilliant armor that shone as bright as the sun, the magical tools of warfare they willed at command and the strange, graceful beasts they rode upon into battle. His entire way of life had been eradicated, family and loved ones slaughtered before him, villages burned to the ground, precious belongings pillaged or destroyed.

Those that did survive later succumbed to horrible diseases like smallpox, typhoid, or influenza.

After hearing no response from the prisoner, the friar nodded meekly as if silence alone was an admission of guilt. The crowd around him was also inclined to concur, murmuring amongst themselves, casting dispersions. He turned to the two self-appointed judges standing silently on either side of him.

Both were conquistadors of the highest order, covered in a full spectacle of burnished armor. Their fearless leader, Francisco Pizarro, who overcame overwhelming odds to conquer the Inca Empire, and his righthand man, Diego de Almagro, a hawkish military specialist.

The friar stood by for the order.

Both conquistadors gave a definitive nod.

Returning his attention to the subject, the friar sensed the crowd growing restless.

“On this day, August 29th, I hereby sentence you to death.” Valverde traced a cross over his chest and stepped away, unable to feast his eyes upon what came next.

The executioner stepped forth, a behemoth of a man, his face hidden under a medieval black hood with eye slits cut out. He garroted Atahualpa before the jeers and angst of the bloodthirsty crowd.

When it was finally over, Valverde approached the motionless figure, checking for a pulse. He confirmed to the crowd that the victim was deceased.

Something fell from the clutches of the dead man’s grasp. The friar reached down and picked the peculiar object off the ground.

It was a tiny gold idol, the size of a person’s thumb, a replica of one of the native’s pagan deities. Not wanting the blasphemous object in his possession, fearing it may be cursed, he turned it over to his commander, Francisco Pizarro.


Two

Lima Cathedral, Peru

1746 A.D.

 

The sound of thunder rocked the stone foundation of the cathedral. Walls shuddered violently, releasing an unholy gasp of dust and debris. The ground shook with seismic force as if a slumbering volcano were suddenly awakening with vengeful wrath.

Fearing that doomsday had arrived, Archbishop Toribio Alfonso de Mogrovejo scrambled for cover. He raced down the main corridor, heading for the closest exit, as pews and religious memorabilia around him collapsed and disintegrated. Rifts opened in the floor, turning into jagged crevices that dropped into an abyss. Stained-glass windows shattered. Swirls of dust consumed everything like smoke from the netherworld.

Heart beating fast, stricken by fear, the archbishop tripped and took a nasty spill across the turbulent ground, nearly falling into one of the widening rifts. His jaw dropped as he peered over the edge, facing the fear of death. He could feel the upheaval move the Earth beneath him, threatening to consume his soul.

He somehow scrambled to his feet and leaped over it. Every instinct now fueled by his sheer will of survival. The ceiling above him suddenly split into a dozen spider web cracks, spreading like black veins bursting at the seams, threatening to collapse everything around him.

He knew it wouldn’t hold for long.

He had to escape, or he was a dead man.

As he ran, slipping and dodging falling debris, he caught sight of the grand statue of Paul the Apostle as it careened to the floor, smashing into bits by an invisible force. He almost reached the main exit, a giant wooden doorway reinforced by iron struts, when a huge stone fell and crashed before him, blocking the exit.

His heart sank and he nearly wept, hardly having time to think before another stone followed, nearly crushing him. Without a second to spare, he darted into the adjoining side corridor, running as fast as he could as the walls continued to crumble around him.

It was a mistake.

As he wheeled around looking for a way out, he realized he’d stumbled into a dead end. Rubble blocked the only path forward. Rocks and pebbles pelted him from above like a hailstorm. His mind was frantic, his heart failing him as he knew that time was running out. He tried to go back the way he’d come, but it too was now blocked by a seemingly immovable pile of stones.

Resigned to his fate, he moved to a corner to die in, before the cataclysm abruptly stopped. The awful sounds of echoing thunder and imminent doom mysteriously faded away like a passing hurricane. In his fragile state of fatigue and shock, he collapsed in relief, kissing the heavy Franciscan cross he wore around his neck in blessing. He dared himself to look up at the aftermath of destruction, imagining the heavens not far away, tears welling in his eyes, his soul rejoicing. Cuts from jagged pebbles had torn up his palms and shredded part of his religious cloth.

But he was alive!

Then he heard another sound. Like a heavy sigh from a slumbering beast. He snapped his head in that direction, toward the opposite wall. What stones remained intact finally caved-in with a great heap. A cloud of dust billowed up, dissipating into the air like ghosts fleeing imprisonment.

For a moment he was terrified, thinking the ordeal was far from over. After several seconds of ensuing silence, he slowly allowed himself to relax. The terrible destruction that had befallen the cathedral was over. He stared into the newly-revealed opening of the wall across from him, unable to look away.

Something was hidden inside.

Despite himself, shaking like a leaf, he moved toward it, drawn by the contents inside.

It was a small niche. He thought he knew everything about this place, from every room, to where every religious idol or painting resided. This was something he had never known existed.

Being in charge of the clergy order, he was intrigued by how this secret could’ve eluded him for so long. Moving closer, he checked around to make sure it was safe, before tentatively stepping inside. Before him stood a solitary figure, completely immobile, dressed in gleaming but tarnished armor. He couldn’t believe it, astounded by such a find, and had to gently tap the steel arm to make sure it didn’t suddenly spring to life. A hollow metal ting echoed back in the confines of the room, but just as he’d expected the figure didn’t move, long since dead at this point.

The helmet was a salade-style, almost like a steel ski mask with a bullet-shaped helm and a large T in front of the eyes, nose, and mouth. The neck was covered by a fashionable gorget and the armored boots and unique gauntlets also pointed to superior craftsmanship from Castile.

After his rudimentary inspection, the archbishop realized this was no mere knight, this was, in fact, a conquistador. Of the highest order. This was an incredible discovery. For the creator of this very cathedral in 1535 had been none other than Francisco Pizarro, the famous Spanish explorer who overcame overwhelming odds and defeated the Inca army. He was even the first European to discover the Pacific Ocean in 1513 and later became the viceroy of Peru.

Stunned beyond belief, there was something else that caught the archbishop’s attention. In one hand the imposing figure held a harquebus, a primeval version of the musket, while in the other he held onto a gold idol of some sort. It was obviously of Inca design, emerald eyes, full of an abundance of wealth and prosperity, gleaming like the sun.

At once it all became clear.

It was a key, the key to finding El Dorado.


Three

Royal Madrid Library, Spain

Present Day

 

“Right this way, m’lady,” the museum curator, Alejandro Vega, insisted.

The informal visitor was more than happy to oblige. She nodded her head while flashing an impressive smile. It was all in a valiant effort not to get her hopes up. She’d seen promising leads crumble before. If this was what she hoped it was though, it would not only be the biggest highlight of her career, it would be absolutely life-changing.

“You’re very lucky to be seeing this,” Vega went on. “Only a privileged few get to set foot inside this room.”

“I’m very thankful and honored,” she told him for the fifth time.

The curator reached a sealed door where he was prompted to give a biometric handprint. When the scan was complete, he typed in a six-digit security code on the door’s keypad. A second later, there was a whoosh of pressurized air as the heavy bolts and metallic locks disengaged, the door seamlessly sliding open.

He bowed his head to her like a humble servant.

“Here we are, m’lady.”

She followed him inside, eyes lighting up in splendid wonder, in awe of the myriad of treasures the room offered. There were display cases of numerous ancient texts, beloved manuscripts, and unbound scrolls. Everything meticulously organized and cataloged. There must have been a thousand of them, the rarest of the rarest from around the world.

“We keep everything strictly temperature-controlled,” Vega explained to her. “The UVA/UVB lighting is set to a specific output so as not to damage the paper or ink. If some of these were left out in direct sunlight for even a few seconds, they’d be irrevocably damaged. In addition, the air here is purified daily through industry-scale HEPA filters to inhibit any mold growth. We take no exceptions in the preservation of these timeless art pieces.”

“It is absolutely beautiful,” she said, expressing her heartfelt gratitude. 

She continued to marvel at it all, pondering their significance, perusing the rows of displays, getting lost in the time period and the arcane knowledge each item held. So much knowledge and history intertwined.

“And the piece I specifically asked you about. It’s here?”

“Yes,” the curator said, a surreptitious smile forming on his dimpled cheeks. 

The muted lighting in the room was a touch romantic and coupled with the shapely shadows and obsidian-colored walls it somehow accentuated his features even more. Like a vampire tiptoeing between the light and the darkness. He looked like a man who was perfectly at home in his element.

“Can I see it?” she asked, wanting to break the awkward silence. 

She balanced a polite, non-demanding tone with just the proper amount of eager curiosity.

He pointed behind her, sharing in her affection of history. “Straight in the back.” 

He was already leading the way past her, his moves as smooth and elegant as a maître d’ at a five-star establishment.

She turned and followed on his heels.

They reached a display case at the end of the row that seemed safe, nondescript, and tucked away from any prying eyes. Although the room was full of prized possessions, this was by far what she considered to be the grand masterpiece. She had been searching for years to find it, over multiple countries, risking life and limb, precious assets, all for her journey to inevitably lead her here. To this place. Her emotions were a jumbled mix of jubilation, long overdue relief, and profound amazement.

“The Huarochirí manuscript…” Her voice was soft and reverential, barely audible as it left her lips. 

The hand-bound paper inside had turned the color of honey with the unforgiving passage of time, crinkling the edges, the strange petroglyph text fading with age.

It was a sight to behold and one she would never forget.

“The last remaining copy in the world,” Vega informed her, his voice fervent at the thought. “The sixteenth-century text of the once-glorious Quechua culture that used to rule South America before the Inca Empire rose to power.”

“Have you read it?” she asked at once, fixing him with a starry-eyed look to catch his reaction.

“Heaven’s no, m’lady.” He shook his head as though he wasn’t worthy. “Few people are qualified enough to translate its contents.”

She let him see how visibly dismayed she was by hearing this sad bit of news.

So he quickly added, “But there was in fact someone. It was first discovered by a Spanish cleric appointed to root out and destroy any Inca or other native writings. Just like what Cortés and his army of conquistadors did when they vanquished the Aztecs. All of that was considered blasphemous, pagan work. For reasons still unknown, this cleric defied the order of the church and saved this text above all others. He risked his life to bring it here to this very museum for safekeeping, where it was hidden and lost for centuries until…” he paused for dramatic effect, holding his hand up to make sure she would catch the next part.

Little did he know, but she was aware of all these tantalizing facts already. However, she let him continue. In part not wanting to be rude or offensive, and also to see if he could prove his worth and usefulness to her.

“…a German ethnologist named Hermann Trimborn came along and plucked it from the depths of obscurity. He made the first-ever translation in 1939 but, as fate would have it, the document was destroyed in World War II. Similar to the conquistadors the Nazis had an affinity for burning books containing knowledge from any culture they deemed inferior or detrimental to their cause. It’s like that with a lot of world powers throughout history. In my opinion, destroying knowledge of any kind is never a good thing and, to be quite frank, is actually quite dangerous and petulant in the end. How can we ever hope to learn from our historical brethren if we keep erasing their memories and sacrifices?”

She gazed at him with an endearing smile. “And that’s why you’re a museum curator, isn’t it? To preserve history from all walks of life.”

He returned the inviting smile as if she had just read him like an open book. “Yes, m’lady. Yes indeed.”

“Can we take it out? I’d love to see what’s written within its sacred pages.”

He adamantly shook his head. “Not possible. Only the museum director can approve such a request…and he rarely does so to civilians. He even turned down the head of state from Hungary once. Plus, he’s on a sabbatical in the Swiss Alps right now. Even if you could somehow get it approved, there would be a waiting period and it would have to be supervised within a controlled environment such as this one or our reading chamber down in the subbasement. Photographs would be strictly forbidden. The camera flash could inflict permanent damage on texts as old as these.”

“Such a shame,” she said, almost heartbroken with sorrow.

Suddenly, a fire alarm sounded.

“What in the world?” Vega whirled around to see the security door slam shut, the locks reengaging. The lights in the room went dark, replaced by red emergency floodlights. When Vega turned back around, he saw something unimaginable, horrific even.

The mystery lady fumbled something out of the folds of her velvety red dress. She attached the device, which resembled a sleek hockey puck, to the glass display case.

Unable to move or comprehend what was happening, Vega was frozen in debilitating shock.

“W-what in God’s name are you doing?”

“Taking advantage of this opportunity,” she told him without another wasteful look. She was completely absorbed in her work now, knowing it was crunch time. “I’d hate to let it go to waste.”

“N-no, no, this can’t be happening,” the curator stammered, out of sorts. “You can’t do this. This is an abomination. You have to stop this at once. I show you in here as a gesture of goodwill and this is how you repay me? By robbing me?”

“Technically, this stuff isn’t even yours,” she corrected him, still fine-tuning the device. “It’s the museum’s. So, don’t take it so personally. Plus, I’m not robbing you.”

The curator was struggling to grapple with this frightening turn of events. He couldn’t believe he’d been so foolish and naïve enough to allow himself to be blindsided by this woman. He’d fallen for a seductress and now he was paying the price. The feeling of surprise and betrayal evaporated, replaced now with boiling, unequivocal anger.

“What do you call this?”

“I’m…”

He didn’t allow her to finish. Instead, reaching out with his arm to intercept her, but she was far more skilled and faster than he’d anticipated. Like a cornered feral cat, she pounced on him, grabbing his outstretched arm and spinning him around backward. Before he knew it, she had his arm pinned behind his back, clutching it there, hoping he was willing to listen to what she had to say.

“I don’t want to hurt you, okay. That’s not my intention at all. All I want to do is take a quick look at the contents of that manuscript. That’s it. Then I’ll leave you and be on my way.”

“Leave?” His tone was crude, mocking, and acidic. “Are you crazy? You won’t get out of this. You’ll do hard time.”

“Let’s hope not.” Her voice was remarkably even-keeled but it was hard for her not to be emotionally strained at the mere thought of it. “Let me try and make this situation crystal clear to you. You’re responsible for letting me in here, an unauthorized visitor, that’s a big no-no. Either way, you have to explain that. Something else I want you to realize is that I’m doing this for all the right reasons.”

With his back to her, his arm still trapped, he scoffed at her idealistic outlook.

“What did you just tell me right now?” she tried to remind him. 

She could feel the precious seconds slipping away in the background. Time she could never get back. There was no telling how long the fire alarm diversion would last.

One minute?

Five minutes tops?

She couldn’t waste too much time trying to convince him. Whether he believed her or not, in the end, it didn’t really matter. She’d taken a risk in coming here, and all she could do now was hope it paid off.

“You said destroying knowledge is never a good thing, even dangerous. Well, burying it here in the back of a private display case hidden from public view is just the same. Now I hope you understand, but I need to look at this manuscript to see if it,” she couldn’t stop herself now, “holds any clues.”

“What clues?” he asked through a detestable snarl, his curiosity outweighing every notion of right-or-wrong.

“Clues to…” she stopped herself again, not wanting to go down this rabbit hole, but it was too late now, she’d already said too much. “I think it might point me in the right direction to finding a legendary lost city, a lost treasure, okay. Laugh all you want, I’ve heard it before…” she sighed at the absurdity of how it sounded, deciding to ease up on his arm in the hopes that he might understand. Or at least give her a chance. “Look, I’m going to let you go now. You have a choice to make. Either let me do this and see if I’m right or…call security.”

She waited for a response, but he clammed up and never offered any. She couldn’t see the expression on his face, but she had a strong inclination that he was seriously thinking about it. That was a good sign. She took a chance and relaxed her grip, finally releasing him. He didn’t turn around to face her. He just stood there staring at the door, indecisive or fumingly mad. She didn’t have time to waste on worrying about him anymore. She had a job to do.

Her attention back at the display case, she pressed the cutting tool that was attached to the glass and spun a dial to its correct position. It used a low-frequency soundwave vibration to shatter a perfectly cut circle into the glass.

She had already donned her isotoners as soon as the emergency lights went on. Now, wasting little time, she reached up her thigh to her garter belt and extracted what looked like a USB thumb drive, but it was an advanced PUP pocket scanner. The manuscript was far too voluminous to scan through every single page. That would take hours, days even, time she couldn’t afford. Plus, she couldn’t exactly take the book with her on her way out and hope for a clean getaway.

Fortunately, she already knew what chapter to look for and quickly thumbed through to that section. It was titled: Huacas.

A name given to deities in Incan folklore.

Heart fluttering in her chest, she began photographing each page in rapid succession with the portable scanner. The pictures would then download remotely to an outside computer, the secure Cloud she stored back home. She got as far as she could before the parchment-sensitive lights turned back on, breaking her intense concentration.

She glanced up just in time to see the door open.

Vega was standing there with a twisted scowl, acting virtuous, arms crossed defiantly over his chest. A mob of security guards poured in from outside, issuing strict commands, encircling her within seconds.

She didn’t dare move.

The lead guard looked to Vega for confirmation. “This is her?”

“That’s her,” the curator replied venomously, staring back at her. “Get rid of the punta and make sure she never comes back.”


Four

Fort Meade, Maryland

0900 hours

 

“You have six minutes until detonation,” the autonomous voice informed him.

“Yeah, yeah,” Max Finley remarked as he slammed home the magazine clip into his Glock 22 Gen4. “I think I get the gist of it. There’s never enough time, is there?” He couldn’t allow for any distractions. He had to remain focused and vigilant if he was to come out on top of this exercise. He knew what he was up against, he just had to execute and save the day. Like always.

Taking a collective breath, he surveyed the corridor before him.

It appeared to be the entrance to some hospital ward, stark-white everything, gleaming tiles and walls, and harsh almost blinding overhead LED lighting. He already hated the place. All it did was remind him of sickness and death. If he didn’t watch his footing on the squeaky tiled floor, he might alert any hostiles of his presence.

He had to get in and get out.

Gun at the ready he made his way down the empty corridor, his senses on heightened alert. His face was expressionless, save for his clenched jaw as he took into account the situation he was in. One hostage, possibly two unaccounted for, plus an unknown number of hostiles. He was a one-man wrecking crew. There would be no backup coming. No one else to rely on or pin the blame on if the operation went sideways. It was all up to him.

The second door on his left suddenly swung open. A prosthetic hand with a military assault rifle extended out, bending toward him.

Finley recognized not only the immediate threat but the obscure camouflage color of the cufflink. An enemy combatant.

Before the rifle could claim him, he unloaded two rounds through the wrist, and then two more through the door, severing the body in two.

He took a peek inside, deeming it safe of any additional threats, before moving on. He checked behind him, not expecting anyone there, but nevertheless being prepared for it. As his superior always liked to preach: maintain your 360-degree awareness. The place was so quiet it was easy to feel lost and alone in the isolation. He continued at a steady pace, in full-on stealth mode, knowing he’d be cutting it close with the timeframe.

The next door to his right abruptly sprang open and a figure boldly stepped out, preparing to raise its own rifle. Finley was close enough where he simply twisted the rifle away and used the stock to slam the enemy’s head back, disposing of the threat in one move.

He continued on, his Glock clutched assertively between his hands, ready for anything. He tried to ignore the intrusive lighting that felt way too bright this early in the morning. He wished he’d had time for coffee.

The doors to both his right and left opened ahead of him, spilling out two hostile figures from each. They all moved in different tactical formations and schemes, some taking defensive stances, others more overt by charging blatantly toward him. Finley sidestepped the first barrage of fire, before unloading a headshot at the nearest one. Then he unleashed a rapid-fire sequence that sliced down all three in perfect unison.

A thing of beauty.

There was hardly any time to take a breath afterward.

“You have four minutes remaining,” the distant robotic voice reminded him. “Pick up the pace or your friend is dead.”

“I’m on my way,” Finley muttered under his breath, knowing the person behind the scenes couldn’t hear him.

He took the opportunity now to reload his depleted magazine. He might not get a chance later. Once he snapped the fresh clip back into place, he felt his confidence being restored along with it. The Glock was one of the most reliable weapons, American-made, and his standard issued weapon of choice like most in law enforcement. He couldn’t imagine living in this dangerous world without one.

Out of nowhere the lights flickered and dimmed, plunging his surroundings into absolute darkness. He froze temporarily, not allowing the distraction to disorient him or throw him off balance. He let his senses absorb everything, becoming more acute, listening for the slightest sound or perception of movement.

There was a scamper of movement from up ahead. Coming toward him like a submarine in the water. He had to make absolutely sure it wasn’t a hostage before he fired. Otherwise, he’d have to live with the consequences, and nobody wanted that on their conscience. The sounds of footsteps grew louder. Then a silhouetted figure emerged, taking aim at him with precise, dispassionate calculation. Finley knew it wasn’t a friendly, something in his mind had triggered a recognition response, either a hint of the camouflaged uniform in the dark or the military-trained swiftness with which it operated.

He acted one step faster than his opponent though, eliminating the target with a fatal headshot as he swiftly moved out of its line of sight. It made a distorted whirring sound as it spun around on the floor, like a snake twitching its nerves after having its head chopped off.

Sticking close to the wall, Finley used it as a layer of protection in case any more bad guys showed up. His sight was slowly adjusting, picking out more and more details of the building he was trapped in. Then he proceeded to the end of the corridor, entering through the double-wide swinging doors where he found himself in an enclosed room that reminded him of a morgue.

The lights suddenly turned back on, nearly giving him a moment of illusory disorientation. Gurneys and stainless-steel trays were set up with all sorts of shiny surgical tools and fear-inducing equipment. Metal drawers and lockers lined one wall. Attached to the centermost locker was a digital timer with an assortment of faux wires leading to plastic explosives, the countdown imminent.

A mechanical body stirred on one of the gurneys beneath a blue sheet as soon as he’d stepped in, rising up to attack.

Finley aimed his weapon and took a shot at the ‘cadaver’, exploding shrapnel through its torso. Sparks flew like fiery embers, followed by a trail of sizzling smoke. The head spun around like an owl’s in a complete swivel before finally stopping, the body tumbling to the floor in a tangled mess, animatronic legs twitching.

“One minute!” the amplified voice in the background told him, cheating by speeding up the clock.

Finley calmly approached the timer device and hit a red button on the side to stop the countdown sequence. He grinned at the final results, thirty seconds to spare. That might be close to a record. The red button he’d pushed not only stopped the clock, but it opened a partition dividing this room from the next. The automatic lights kicked back on, flooding the room once again with intrusive, headache-inducing disorientation. The wall slid away like magic, revealing a spartan office that looked oddly out of place against the cold, austere setting of the hospital wing. There were cameras everywhere and live biometric charts monitoring everything from pupil dilation to heart rate, and reaction time.

Two people were inside. One man sitting behind a judicial-looking desk clapped his hands together. “Not bad Max,” he said, rarely bestowing praise on anyone. “Not bad at all. But you still haven’t beaten my all-time record yet.”

“Maybe if you hadn’t have sped up the clock at the end,” Finley told him with an auspicious smirk. 

The man at the desk was Alfred Morrison, his superior at the NSA. He loved dropping these unplanned training exercises on him from time to time. All in an effort to keep him sharp and on his toes.

“Hey,” Morrison said, raising his arms with an innocuous shrug. “I told you to be prepared for any contingency or curveball I throw your way. Plans always change in the field. You have to improvise where you can. Better here than out there. Oh, and I’m docking your score since you failed to free the only hostage.”

“She’s fine. She should be behind door number three, north wing. I saw her tied to a chair after I disposed of two of your dummies. The room was clear. I tossed her a pocketknife to free herself.”

Morrison frowned, speechless for a moment as he quickly played back through the camera feed. He paused at one frame in particular, scrutinizing it for several seconds.

“Huh, quite clever,” he admitted as he saw how Finley had used one of the lifelike animatronic dummies as cover while tossing the pocketknife to the hostage. The move had only taken a split second, thus eluding his usually sharp eye. “You’re learning to play this game pretty well. You know the camera angles and what I watch for. Nice little trick.”

“You’re not the only one who’s got an ace up their sleeve. Figured I’d try something new since I’ve gone in and freed her the last ten times.”

Just then, Leslie Meeks, who played the role of the frazzled hostage, entered the room and handed him back his pocketknife. She patted him commendably on the shoulder. “Don’t forget, you owe me dinner tonight. Ruth’s Chris will do.”

Before Finley could answer she was gone, never one to linger for too long. In the meantime, a cleanup crew was already collecting the debris of robots scattered down the hall.

Finley finally nodded a passing glance to the other individual standing impassively in the room, who’d been watching him this whole time. “Who’s the stiff?” he asked.

Morrison, in a rare event, looked as if he was the subordinate for once. “He’s a liaison from a non-partisan oversight committee. Just here to watch and observe our training exercises.” Morrison gestured to the shadowy figure as if already regretting his presence. “I’m sorry, I forgot what you said your name was?”

“You can call me David Copperfield because I come and go as I please. The less you know about me the better. Just consider me a neutral bystander. A patriot working for American interests behind the scenes,” the man stated matter-of-factly. He was wearing a thousand-dollar suit, had distinguished Italian looks, and greasy black hair. He pointed to the empty chair opposite the desk. “Why don’t you take a seat, Mr. Finley. I have a few things I’d like to go over with you, shouldn’t take long.”

Finley was used to answering redundant questions when being debriefed, it was standard protocol and second nature in his line of work. But usually, it was with his superior or some other high-ranking NSA official. Not an outside agency. He didn’t know what this new government official wanted, but for now, he was inclined to play ball, especially before his superior. For all he knew it could be another test.

So, he took a seat and relaxed.

“Do you always shoot first without asking questions?” Copperfield questioned him, nudging his chin toward the warpath he’d blazed to get here.

“Would you have rather me interrogate the dummies?”

Copperfield sized up Finley for a moment, holding back on any obscene laughter. “No, no. It’s just to me these types of exercises seem outdated and costly. Most departments are delving into virtual reality these days.”

Finley shrugged. “We’ve done plenty of those as well.” He gave a knowing nod toward Morrison. “My superior here will tell you he wants us to be prepared for all facets the enemy may throw at us. And I do mean everything. Even if a bunch of AI machines show up on Earth to annihilate us.”

Copperfield’s expression turned pensive before he walked around to the coffee machine, weighing whatever was on his mind. He filled up a cup of straight black coffee without any cream or
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