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  PROLOGUE


  


  San Diego, CA


  March 15, 2021


  Clare caught the last flight out of Austin and arrived in San Diego just after midnight. The events of the past 48 hours were a blur. It wasn’t supposed to end this way. The plan was to set up the bomb in the fitness center and let Harper take the fall, but when Nigel showed up that changed everything. It was a pity that she had to shoot Nigel, but he was never going to be in her life. A life dedicated to God ever since she was a young girl. A life which had taken her on many journeys over the years and down a path that has led her to this point in time. At a place, where she just might be able to get information that will prove that God is neither man nor woman. But to do that, she needed to get down to the computer in the basement at the headquarters of Face Value Corporation, before time ran out.
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  “Sylvie. I am so glad it’s you here tonight,” Clare commented as she approached the security desk. “I had to rush back from Austin because Doc Gallegos wants me to prepare some documents before the board meeting tomorrow.”


  Sylvie took one look at Clare and realized she was a little out of sorts. Something that was out of character for her. “Welcome back, Clare. What can I do to help?”


  Clare reached out and clasped Sylvie’s hands. “Oh, you are such a dear friend,” leaning forward so that a little bit of her cleavage showed. “I need to get into my office, and I lost my badge in Austin.”


  “Sure, no problem, let me open up the elevator for you,” Sylvie said.


  “No, don’t worry about that, just open the stairwell. I could use some exercise.”


  Sylvie looked at Clare and then shrugged, “Okay.”


  “Thanks. It has been quite hectic, and I can’t wait to get some sleep,” Clare said as Sylvie escorted her over to the stairwell door. “Once things get back to normal let’s go get a coffee.”


  “I would love that,” Sylvia said.


  Clare entered the stairs and started walking up the stairs, but after about three steps, she stopped and looked back to see if Sylvie had moved away from the door. This stairwell was mostly used by Doc and allowed him to move between floors, mostly the basement and his office on the fifth floor. She turned, stooping below the door window as she made her way down to the basement. It was the basement that housed the information that she needed to access before the news out of Austin reached Doc Gallegos. Slowly, placing one foot in front of her, and then the other, she was able to make her way down to the basement area. It was dark. The only light came from the door window to the basement, and it did not provide much illumination.


  Clare moved gingerly towards the door—taking her time; making sure that there wasn’t anything on the floor that might make her stumble. Reaching the door, Clare slid the access card through the magnetic reader. Praying that it would open. She heard a slight click, and the light on the reader went from red to green. Gingerly she pushed the door, making sure not to make any noise. Moving cautiously, Clare placed one foot in front of the other, making a sweeping motion with each foot, to make sure that the floor was okay. Clare could see the twinkling of some lights off to the side. A few lights were changing from red to green and back to red.


  Suddenly Clare froze—trying to probe the room, not with her eyes but with her ears. She could hear a soft, garbled sound coming from the right. It sounded like someone mumbling to themselves. Leaning towards the noise, she heard some kind of movement, but she wasn’t certain. She reached out her hands, encountering some kind of wire fence. And then there was that noise again. Leaning forward and straining to hear, Clare moved closer as her eyes started to adjust to the darkness. Suddenly out of nowhere came a screeching sound,


  “Caw.”


  Startled, Clare jumped back gasping as she stared into the eyes of a large black crow and then another, and another, until the entire side of the cage was full of crows.
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  Doc Gallegos sat at his desk. The evening lights of Sorrento Valley showed through the large windows in his penthouse office. The intercom buzzed, startling Gallegos, deep in thought.


  “Yes,” he said. “What is it?”


  “Hello, Doc,” said Sylvie. “Clare is here to prepare some documents that you requested. I just wanted to give you a heads up.”


  Gallegos heard the message and looked at the time. He often worked late, but he was confused why Clare would be here now. Wasn’t she supposed to be in Austin?


  “Okay,” he said. “Thanks, for letting me know.”
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  Clare stepped back from the cage trying to catch her breath. Now that her vision had adjusted to the darkness, she could see a little better. Clare looked around trying to get her bearing on how to get into the fenced-off area. She could make out a desk back in the corner with a monitor and what appeared to be a computer tower. She wasn’t sure but it looked like the fence was more of a door and that there was a latch holding it in place on the right. She warily walked towards the latch, not comprehending that the crows began to get restless. As she reached to pull up the latch, she heard a voice.


  “I wouldn’t do that, Clare.”


  Clare stopped in her tracks, wondering how it was she didn’t hear Doc come through the stair door. But then again, her focus was on getting into that room with the computer, and the crows cawing on the fence didn’t help.


  “What are you doing down here?” said Doc.


  Clare turned slowly to face Doc, hoping it would provide her with a better position to escape. As she looked around, it didn’t appear that she had many options, so she might as well try to buy herself some time. The cacophony of sound had increased since Doc stepped into the area. It seemed as if the crows were on edge with his presence.


  “I always wondered why such a bright and good-looking gal like you worked in human resources,” Doc said. “Do you work for PETA?”


  Clare chuckled hearing that comment. PETA, as if!


  “Yes, it’s inhumane what you are doing with these crows,” she exclaimed. “I’m here to get pictures of what is going on down here, so I can expose the cruelty of your research.”


  Doc took a few steps towards her.


  “Inhumane! Do you know what is inhumane, Clare?” Doc yelled. “The number of people murdered by illegal criminals pouring across our borders who rape and murder our citizens. That is inhumane. What we are learning from these crows will end the senseless murder of millions of people and improve our ability to weed out the undesirables.”


  Doc stepped quickly towards Clare, pushing her against the wire fence—wide-eyed and deranged. The thought of this person stopping his work, this ground-breaking research that would one day be used to separate the good from the bad. Important research that could not be stopped--not by her, not by anyone! Clare tried to squirm away but Doc’s weight and grip on her was strong. She looked around hoping to find a solution. If she could just reach her left arm towards the latch.


  “I don’t think so, Clare,” Doc said, placing both hands around her neck. His anger rising and his grasp grew stronger.


  Clare gasped as Doc’s grip began to close her windpipe. Time seemingly not on her side. But, with his hands around her neck, the force on her body was reduced, and her left arm was free to move. Just enough so that she could lift the latch on the gate, hoping the weight of the crows would push it open. The rage within Doc blinded him to her actions. The gate swung open, slowly at first, allowing a few crows to escape. But then the gate slammed open as a burst of crows escaped into the room. As they flew around the room, Doc became aware of what had just happened, but it was too late. The crows converged on Doc, attacking, and pecking until he fell. Then the full onslaught began as more crows joined in the fray. Clare had to look away, the intensity and ferociousness unimaginable.


  The sound of the crows intensified as they continued to converge and peck at Doc. Clare did not dare try to stop them; it was too late. She stumbled through the opening into the room and towards the computer. She needed to get the files off the computer and escape before Sylvie figured out that something was wrong. Clare looked back as she inserted the flash drive into the USB port. It was unbearable to hear the cacophony of the crows as they feasted on Doc. A feast that would continue through the night, long after Clare had boarded a flight to Paris, with the flash drive safely in her handbag. A flash drive that just might change how people think about God.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Monday


  2:30 PM


  Portland, Oregon


  I sit on the suitcase, pulling the zipper with all my strength. But it still isn’t closing, which means I need to take out some clothes. I am out of practice, given that the last time I was on a plane was several years ago. What a fucked-up couple of months that was—got a job, lost a job; got a girlfriend, got shot by my girlfriend, moved back to Portland, lost my home, and my memory.


  I look at the contents in the suitcase, trying to decide what I should remove, but I am undecided. Come to think of it, it might help if I look at the upcoming weather in London, so I walk over to look at the weather app on my mobile phone. But my concentration is broken by the buzz of a text message. I take a quick glance at the sender, noticing that it is from Detective Morales of the Austin Police Department.


  


  Delete


  


  I don’t need to be chatting with Morales as I prepare to fly over to London. It is the same thing with him, every time.


  


  So, Nigel, have you seen Clare lately?


  


  The weather app shows that the weather in London is going to be mild, mid-seventies with a slight chance of rain towards the end of the trip.


  


  Okay, no need for that old, fleece lined London Fog raincoat, or the two pairs of extreme weather long johns. That ought to free up some space!


  


  I re-arrange a few of the items given the extra space and close up the suitcase. This time the zipper moves smoothly without hesitation. Now I just need to sort through the cables and necessary electrical plugs for England, and I will be good to go.
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  It is hard to believe that a month ago, the only plan I had for the spring was to go downtown to walk along the Willamette River and look at the cherry blossoms. The prospect of doing anything else is limited because of my tight financial situation. I lost my condominium not long after I got fired from my job with Face Value, along with all of the equity that I had built up over the past ten years. Now I live alone in a one-bedroom apartment out in Northeast Portland. I barely survive on limited savings and teaching a few classes back at Portland State University.


  The fact that I was asked to speak at an international conference on cyber security and facial recognition is still hard to comprehend. I mean, it has been several years since I worked at Face Value, and given my long Covid, my memory and face recognition ability isn’t the best. But the event organizer told me that my experience at Face Value would be perfect for the conference. They especially want me to talk about the impact of long COVID on my ability to recognize faces. A request that I may not be able to do.


  My experience at the South by Southwest festival in 2021 made me question the request. I had been fooled once before about going to a meeting, only to find out that it was a big ruse. I didn’t want to go through that again, so I did some research just to make sure. I was pleasantly surprised when I found the conference through a Google search and even had the chance to talk with one of the other speakers. I was a bit wary of speaking at a conference after being out of action for so long, but the opportunity for an all-expense trip to London with a $500 stipend is hard to pass up. The mobile phone vibrates in my pocket, bringing me back to reality. It must be the car service. I accept the call.


  “Yes, I will meet you out in the front by the stairs.”


  “Where ya going buddy?” Detective Morales said on the other end.


  “None of your business, Al.”


  “Hey, is that any way to treat an old friend.”


  “Detective Morales we are not friends, and I have told you to leave me alone,” I said, ending the call.


  It has become a ritual for Detective Morales to check in with Nigel Grant every now and then, even if the FBI and his own department concluded that he had nothing to do with the events in Austin. There was something about the whole thing that just didn’t make any sense. And, if Albert Morales couldn’t square it in his head, he couldn’t let it go. Besides, it isn’t often that he had information to share with Nigel, and Al thought for sure that Nigel might like to know what came across the Argent monitoring system a couple of hours ago.


  


  What a pity, Nigel. I was certain you would want to know that your ex-girlfriend, Clare, was just spotted in Glasgow, Scotland.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Monday


  10:15 PM


  Glasgow Airport


  Scotland


  Clare looks out through the window of the plane as it pulls into the gate at Glasgow Airport. It has been a short flight up from Toulouse, and it wasn’t all that unpleasant. Since it was a last-minute purchase, the only available seats were middle seats. And on this flight, she had the pleasure of being nestled between two good-looking rugby players. The Stade Toulouse rugby club is in town to play the Glasgow Warriors in an exhibition game. It didn’t take her long to realize that the young man sitting on her right had taken a fancy to her. She learned many years ago that opportunity is a great asset for one in the intelligence field.


  Clare walks along with Bastien, her new best friend, as they trudge through the terminal. They chat about nonsense as they stand in the passport control line, slowly moving along with the crowd towards the officer. Bastien went through first without issue and the border officer motions Clare forward.


  “Come now, move along,” said the officer. “We’ve got plenty of people to process today.”


  Clare steps forward, handing her passport to the border patrol officer.


  “Well, Adele,” said the woman. “What brings you to Glasgow?”


  “I’m here to watch my fella have a bit of fun with your lads,” Clare said, nodding over to Bastien and his friends.


  “Are ya now,” said the officer. “That’ll be a bit difficult since we’re undefeated.”


  The border officer flips through the passport, noting some of the entry stamps and taking a second look at Clare.


  “Here you go,” she said. “And I like you with shorter hair.”


  Clare smiles. “Thanks, I thought it was time for a change.”


  Clare walks over to Bastien and his mates.


  “Everything go okay, Adele?


  “Yes. I was just telling her how you boys were going to kick some butt,” Clare said. “What do you say we meet later tonight for a pint?”
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  The duty officer at the central security office at the airport is the first to hear the ping. He looks over to the man monitoring the Argent Facial Recognition system.


  “What’cha got, Suresh?”


  Suresh put down his curry chicken bowl and places reading glasses on his face. He scans the notification, scrolling across the monitor, before sharing the information with his boss.


  “Looks like we got a hit over at passport control,” Suresh said. “A potential mismatch between a facial profile and a name on a passport. The system is rendering the picture of the person as we speak.”


  The duty officer picks up the phone and dials border control. He is hoping that the individual hadn’t gotten too far from the counter.


  “Yes, boss.”


  “We’ve got a potential hit for an individual that just went through your check point,” the boss said, looking at Suresh for more information.


  “Got it, boss,” Suresh said. “Middle-aged woman, short blonde hair, wearing a black long raincoat.”


  “Did you hear that, Irene?”


  Officer Irene looks over towards the rugby team.


  “Yep, got her right here. She is traveling with her boyfriend on the Toulouse rugby team,” Officer Irene said. “What do you want me to do?”


  The boss looks over at Suresh again for more intel.


  “Come on, Suresh, we don’t have much time.”


  Suresh looks at the monitor; the system is parsing through hundreds of millions of facial profiles collected from around the world. The Argent system finished scanning all of the pictures, and then the monitor froze for a second or two, before displaying the results. He takes a quick look at the monitor, expecting an easy answer for the boss. He took his glasses off and rubs his eyes, before putting them back on again.


  “Well come on, man,” the boss bellows.


  Suresh couldn’t believe what he had just read and is pretty certain that the boss is going to go crazy when he tells him the news.


  “Umm, not sure your gonna like it, boss.”


  The boss storms over to Suresh’s desk and looks over his shoulder.


  “For heaven’s sake, what is it?” He stops dead in his tracks as the words on the computer monitor come into focus.


  


  Priority Alpha, do not detain under the British Official Secrets Act of 1989, Sub-section 12.4.5


  


  The boss clicks on the link associated with the message. He patiently reads the information, clicking on one more link.


  “Shite.”


  “What’s wrong, boss?” Officer Irene said.


  “Nothing, everything is fine,” the boss said into the phone. “Don’t engage!”


  Suresh and the rest of the staff in the control center look over at the boss. It is unusual for him to get so agitated.


  “What gives, Guv?” Suresh asks.


  “I’m not sure,” the boss said, “but it appears our person of interest has friends in some very high places.”
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  I sit back in the premium economy class seat as the British Airways flight crew prepares for take-off. The flight is scheduled to leave out of Portland for London Heathrow at 5:45 PM and arrive tomorrow around 11 AM. A nine-and-a-half-hour flight isn’t all that bad, and this Boeing 787-900 looks pretty sweet. I look around to find the exits, because ever since the episode at the South by Southwest festival I have become anxious about my personal safety.


  “Excuse me. Can you please raise the tray and unplug your phone from the charger?” said the cheerful, very British flight attendant. “We are about to push off from the gate, and all electronics need to be disconnected.”


  I look up at the flight attendant, realizing that she seems too young to be working. Or perhaps it is just that I am getting old.


  “Sure, no problem,” I said.


  “Brilliant. Now sit back and relax. Are you a champagne or wine kind of guy?”


  I had to think about that for a minute or two. It has been several years since I had flown internationally, and I didn’t recall the flight staff being so cheerful and accommodating.


  “Umm, how about both.”


  “Red or white?”


  “Red,” I said.


  “Excellent choice,” said the flight attendant. “And what is your preference for the meal—chicken or vegetarian pasta?”


  “I prefer vegetarian, please.”


  I sit back in the seat, basking in the attention.


  “Well, aren’t you the special one,” comments the man sitting next to me.


  “Must be my lucky day,” I said, wanting to share more but noticing that he has put his earbuds back in. Evidently, his interest had waned, and he is ready to get back to some music.


  We’ve been in the air for an hour or so, when the flight attendant came back with a glass of red wine, and a nice Champagne split with a glass of orange juice.


  “Here you go, sir,” she said. “I thought you might like to make a mimosa to go along with your dinner.”


  I gladly accept the assortment of beverages and acknowledge the orange juice.


  “Nothing like a mimosa to end the day.”


  The flight attendant gives me a nice smile and moves on to help another customer. I couldn’t decide which to have first, the red wine or the mimosa. As I flip through the entertainment offerings, I begin to think about how much has changed.


  


  Getting divorced from my ex-wife, Jennifer, and then having her pass away from a fentanyl overdose, thinking I had finally made it with the job at Face Value, only to have that blow up in so many ways, meeting Clare and thinking she just might be the one, only to be blindsided when we went to South by Southwest, and losing my condominium in the Pearl district, partly due to the unrest and fentanyl problem in downtown Portland, but mostly because I couldn’t find suitable employment.


  


  “Here you go, gentlemen,” said the attendant. “I have the chicken for you, Mr. Kochevar, and that vegetarian pasta for you. Do you gents want bread?”


  “No, thanks,” we say.


  The flight attendant gives us a knowing smile and then steps to the other side of the aisle. I stare at the food on the table tray, impressed with the presentation and variety of the food. I didn’t know how much the tickets cost, but so far, I am impressed with the World Traveler Plus cabin inside this gigantic plane. The seat is comfortable with a lot of leg room, not to mention a good-sized entertainment monitor.
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  “Excuse me, sir,” the flight attendant said. “We’re getting ready to land. You need to push up your table tray.”


  


  Clare and Harper are standing inside the Marriott fitness center. They are having an argument with the General. Clare is pointing a gun at Harper. I couldn’t hear what they are saying, but they both turn towards me and shout, “Nigel, wake up!”


  


  I bolt upright, trying to make sense of what was going on.


  “Next time I fly, I am going to try that wine and mimosa combo you had,” said the guy next to me. “You’ve been lights out for the past three hours.”


  “What?”


  “It’s okay,” he reaches over and pushes up my table tray, locking it in place. “We’re about to land and they just want you to get ready.”


  “Well, thanks,” I said. “I’ve been a little stressed out of late and not sleeping well.”


  “No problem,” the man said. “We all have baggage of some sort.”


  “Uh, huh,” I reply.


  “By the way, who is Clare?” the man asks. “Is she part of that stress you mentioned? You shouted out her name a couple of times.”


  I blink. Thinking about the dream and the dreams I have been having over the past month or so. I hadn’t thought about Clare in a long time, but all of a sudden, she seems to be the major focus of my dreams. Was it an omen of things to come or just my brain hopscotching through my memory?


  “Yeah, sort of.”


  The man smiles at me and went back to listening to his music. Again, I guess he really didn’t want to hear the rest of the story.


  CHAPTER THREE


  One Year Ago


  King’s Head Pub


  Ulverston, England


  Edward Longbridge stepped into the King’s Head Pub that sat just off Queen Street in his hometown of Ulverston. While not quite considered a ‘high street’ as found in most British cities, the combined King Street and Queen Street intersection proved of equal importance to this small Cumbrian town just southwest of the popular Lake District.


  “Afternoon, Edward,” said the bartender. “What brings you to town so early on a Monday?”


  “Just getting a pint with a mate from my Army days,” Edward replied.


  “Not going to cause any trouble are you now?” asked the bartender.


  “Not today, James,” Edward grinned.


  It had been several decades since Edward had gotten the boot out of this pub, although to be truthful, it was a regular occurrence when he was much younger.


  “Mind if we sit in the back?” Edward asked. “We’d like a bit of privacy.”


  “Sure, don’t see a problem with that,” James said.


  “Pull me a pint while I wait, please,” Edward said.


  “Righto, we’ve got some fish and chips for lunch if you’re interested?”


  “No, just drinking for now,” Edward said.


  The front door creaked open, and Edward felt a change in airflow, as a large man pushed his way through. The man looked around the room and then at Edward, who gave him a polite wave. The man shook his head and popped back outside, soon to be replaced by a dapper looking elderly chap in a bespoke suit that could have only come Saville Row. The elderly man weaved his way over to the back booth where Edward sat, looking at the bartender on the way. “I will have what he is having.”


  The elderly man strolled across the room to the table and sat down in the chair across from Edward. The stiffness of age showed as he consciously lowered himself down on the cushion.


  “Afternoon, Edward,” said the elderly man.


  Edward tried to remember the last time they met, and remembered the circumstances weren’t all that pleasant, “And a good afternoon to you, Charles. It has been a long time.”


  Edward looked out through the front window noticing that the Range Rover was still parked across the street, and he could see the driver standing out in front. He wondered how many other suits were hanging around the area. It was a rare day when Charles Montbatten, Deputy Director General of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), commonly known as MI6, went anywhere without protection.


  “You here for the Laurel and Hardy Museum?” Edward asked.


  Just as Charles was about to respond, James came by and dropped of a pint for both men.


  “Here ya go, gentlemen.”


  “Excellent,” Edward said.


  “I will leave you mates alone. Just give a holler if you want another pint or two.”


  With that James stepped away and went back towards the bar. A few of the local regulars were coming in for their daily dose of beer and sausages.


  “Well, well. We’re mates, are we now,” said Charles.


  “Yeah, I told him that I was meeting a mate from my time in the British Army.”


  “Is that so? I seem to remember that only one of us was in the service of the British Army,” said Charles.


  Edward took a sip of beer. The local IPA was known for its earthy smell and citrus undertones. He stared into the glass wondering where this conversation was going to lead.


  “I don’t think you said why you were up this way,” Edward asked.


  “Well, the misses thought it would be a good time to come up and see her relatives in the Lake District,” Charles said. “And then I started thinking why not see my old chum, Edward Longbridge. So here I am.”


  Edward took a long pull from the glass, savoring every ounce as he thought through the circumstances. He remembered that in the past whenever Charles mentioned “the misses,” he actually meant the Crown.


  “You don’t say,” Edward replied. “And how is she doing these days. I heard a rumor that she is having a bit of a tough time with the Romanian gangs coming up from Calais.”


  “You don’t say,” said Charles. “I guess you have better intel than we do.”


  There was a long pause as both men sat staring at the other, trying to decide who was friend or foe. Charles took a sip of beer and cleared his throat, making sure that his next words came out clearly.


  “Right, let me get to the point,” said Charles.


  Edward remained silent. The tension was in the air, and he wanted Charles to make the first move.


  “The thing is,” said Charles, “and this is all confidential. There has been some chatter about our mutual friends over in Northern Ireland.”


  Edward felt the air come out of his lungs as Charles said, ‘Northern Ireland.’ The mention of Northern Ireland brought back a tremendous amount of angst and disappointment. He picked up the glass and drained it in one gulp.


  “Barkeep, another round for me and my mate,” Charles said cheerfully.


  “Comin right up, Guv.”


  It was in Derry that Edward, a brand-new recruit in the British army, came face to face with hatred and bigotry. It wasn’t like it hadn’t been around, in fact, the dissent and tension could be traced back to the early 1600’s when King James I of Scotland and England, began the colonization of Northern Ireland. The Plantation of Ulster was established to civilize and stabilize the inhabitants, a volatile mix of Catholic, Gaelic, and Protestant cultures. A further division of Northern Ireland into the six counties of Donegal, Londonderry, Tyrone, Fermanagh, Cavan, and Armagh, seemed to only add fuel to the fire.


  While there were always violence and bloodshed over the centuries, the period known as the Troubles can be traced back to specific events in Londonderry, shortened as
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