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      America! America!

      Where have you been all my life?

      With all of your vices and vainglory; your backbiting and back-handed, two-faced compliments; your mix of moxie and maleficence; your exaltation of every passion and proclivity, every impulse and injustice the Good Book itself decries—having your fill of unrighteousness, wickedness and greed; envy, murder, strife, deceit, and malice; gossip, slander; insolence, arrogance, and boasting; untrustworthiness, faithlessness, and mercilessness.

      You even go so far as to invent evil, with all the myriad of pronouns and identities that make even my comrades’ heads spin with confusion—and that’s saying something, because we’ve been looking for ways to undermine the essence of human nature for millennia. But that’s another story, for another of my comrades to share.

      My kind of peeps, you are! My kind of peeps.

      I mean, I’ve heard tale of you, of course. Who hasn’t? Oh yes, your reputation precedes you!  Our kind have been watching you for centuries, ever since those pious, plucky Pilgrims plopped their pontoons upon those New World shores, marveling at your progress—from upstart, backwoods rebels to the reigning superpower.

      Wasn’t that long ago you dazzled the known world with your missives upholding the fundamental rights of mankind, with a slavish, pious devotion to not only the laws of Nature, but also of Nature's God.

      Now your military bombs the snot out of backwoods regimes first then asks questions later, certainly garnering a reputation for itself. Not to mention your popularity as the purveyor of all sorts of high-class culture, from Keeping up with the Kardashians to Dua Lipa and Mickey D’s to Coca-Cola. Because if the Reaper drones don’t kill your enemies and maintain your dominance, cultivated stupidity and obesity certainly will.

      Despite your military and cultural prowess, however, that’s not why I sing your praises. I’ve only just arrived on your storied shores and already your stench is sending chills racing up my spine and through every appendage. Which is saying something, because my kind can’t smell worth a lick!

      No no no! What I smell is different from a steaming cup of Seattle’s Best earthy joe or a Philly cheesesteak sandwich piled high with sautéed onions. What I’m talking about is the smell of a little word that gives me that warm, fuzzy feeling deep in my bowels every time it wafts my way.

      It goes by many names, many stripes, most of them too fancy-schmancy to be of any use to me.

      Angst, anxiety, apprehension.

      Despair, dismay, dread.

      Horror, terror, worry.

      What gets me going, what gets me tingling every time a whiff of it blows my way is a little thing I like to call fear.

      So, here I stand, taking it all in—taking you all in America! Honest Abe at my back and the National Mall spread out before me under a clear, blue sky portending fantabulous things to come. With Georgie’s Monument down below and the People’s House farther beyond—a world of possibilities stretches out before me.

      Because boy, I tell ya, America: You are positively swimming in my heart’s desire!

      Not that I can blame you. After a few years of panic-porn fueled hysteria from all corners of the airwaves and internet, cajoling you into masking up and checking your privilege, who wouldn’t piss themselves silly every time they stepped one toenail out their front door? Add to that a bear tearing through the stock market and the Bear, Mother Russia, rampaging through Eastern Europe, it’s any wonder you haven’t all just kicked back the Kool-Aid Jim Jones style!

      Don’t worry. I’m here to help. Because, see, fear is what I live and breathe. What flows through my veins, in fact. Have cut my teeth on it, yes I have.

      Violence and war, cultural subversion and incitement, they aren’t the ways I roll. But fear…now that’s my jam, as all those American teenyboppers say.

      Taking a breath and surveying the breadth of my new assignment, I’m giddy as a clam for what lay before my eyes.

      Spacious skies. Amber waves of grain. Purple mountain majesties above the fruited plains. Gleaming alabaster cities undimmed by human tears!

      I laugh at the thought, my breath exploding from me with a guffaw that would set Wormwood’s teeth on edge! Hates laughter, he does, the Principal much too serious for my taste. Live a little, pal! After all we’ve been through, humor is all our kind has.

      Now, where was I. Oh, yes. Those gleaming alabaster cities undimmed by human tears.

      Just wait till I get through with ya!

      Or rather, we. For this operation is a multi-layered one, with Semjaza himself, the cosmic Prince over this swath of geography that has become my new assignment, kicking it into high gear to shackle the land he’s been commanding since the cosmos were birthed—once and for all.

      One of the original sons of God whom the Shining One appointed himself as Chief Geographical Regent, the Watcher has been watching the borders change from tribal savages to European ones, then into the Fifty Nifty United States—fomenting rage and chaos and despair, especially through recent efforts from my comrades that haven’t turned out so well.

      I aim to do better. I will do better!

      So, here I stand. Election winds at my back and a country spread before me to tear limb from limb.

      More than that: a Church to put under the spell of my enchantments and turn against itself.

      The world is my oyster! Or at least one slab of its geography. Semjaza has been its overseer, and he expects me to bring results. Same for Wormwood, who had quite the chat with me about those expectations before my arrival, given what Chaos and Despair wrought the past half a year—or didn’t…

      No matter. Those two have nothing on me. For I wield a weapon of war far more powerful than mere chaos and despair.

      America! America!

      Just wait and see what I’ve in store for thee.

      For ruin your good and ravage your brotherhood, I will.

      From sea to shining sea…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            WASHINGTON, DC.

          

        

      

    

    
      Elijah Fox was not a happy camper. And that wasn’t only because he hated camping.

      The sun was not yet peeping through his curtains, it was his day off, he had the beginning of a head cold, and his blasted alarm was squawking to beat the band!

      Hank, hank, hank it had sounded, like some impatient mama calling for her child Hank to catch the morning bus.

      He’d rolled over and smacked it, thinking he’d shut the dang thing off.

      Nope.

      Nine minutes later, it was squawking back up again, sounding like that annoying parrot from his childhood orphanage that drove him crazy!

      Was a pet to that nasty headmistress Ursula, her pride and joy. That’s right, like the half-woman, half-octopus villainous sea witch she-witch from The Little Mermaid. With those overly mascaraed eyes beshadowed a sickly blue, and those lips painted whorehouse red, and that black dress spilling out into eight long tentacles—the woman strutting around like the love child between Marilyn Monroe and Marilyn Manson.

      Except Ursula the Terrible from those years in Appalachia Virginia was no blonde 1950s bombshell! Ursula from The Little Mermaid, she was—to a T. Same eyes, same lips, same gargantuan backside stuffed in black leggings that made her look like an octopus. Even had the laugh down, a husky chuckle that jiggled her jowls from smoking a carton of Camels a day.

      Most single ladies her age whose daily attire consisted of either gray sweatpants or purple moo moos tend to be the cat kind, breeding them like rabbits and filling the house with the varmints.

      Nope, not Ursula.

      She was a parrot lady, letting that green and red and orange varmint have the run of the joint. Somehow, it always ended up perched outside Elijah’s door.

      Sounding like that dang alarm squawking like Polly the Parrot (originality wasn’t Ursula’s strong suit).

      “Sweet mother of Melchizedek…”

      Must have forgotten to turn it off. Elijah fumbled in the dark with the dang thing again, but only managed to half fall out of bed and knock his head onto his hardwood floor. Lucky for him, he had a nest of dark, curly hair to soften the blow.

      Woke up his Jack Russell rescue, though, prompting him to lick his face something fierce!

      “Dexter…” Elijah moaned hanging out of his bed upside-down while getting slobbered.

      Tried swatting him away with one hand while balancing out of bed with the other. That only made the pooch go at it even more. Added a bark and a yip for good measure, thinking it was a game.

      “It’s too early for playtime, Dext! Let’s go potty instead.”

      That seemed to work, his Jack Russell trotting out of the room and leaving behind a tinking trail of nails on hardwood down the stairs to the back door. Must really have to go.

      Tumbling out of bed, Elijah stood and stretched, yawning and reaching for a Kleenex, then blowing.

      That felt good. Except for the fact it wasn’t even 8 o’clock!

      Just wanted one lazy morning off from saving the day. Just one day, when the fate of the supernatural world wasn’t hanging in the balance and threatening the Church.

      Guess he’d have to take a rain check on that proposition.

      Probably best, anyway. Never could sleep in. Probably that Protestant work ethic beat into him at the orphanage. Which was ironic, since he was ethnically Jewish but had embraced Jesus as his Messiah thanks to his Baptist pastor adoptive father married to his Catholic adoptive mother.

      Only in America.

      Suppose his only saving grace was the fact Group X headquarters hadn’t been the one to drag him out of bed with some panicked case of demonic possession or a murdered pastor. His new gig as the director of the upstart investigative unit sure had given him a run for his cryptocurrency, that’s for sure.

      Not that he wasn’t used to the supernatural crazy. He’d seen his fair share gumshoeing it as an agent for the FBI’s special unit of unexplainable phenomenon. But the Feds had nothing on the Church’s X-Files!

      He’d stumbled into the upstart ecclesial investigative unit after being dragged into a special-ops case involving his hobbyhorse: alien abduction stories, unexplained aerial phenomenon, and their connection to the supernatural worldview of the Bible.

      There he was, minding his own business teaching at a Midwest graduate school for pastors, when Silas Grey, Master of the Order of Thaddeus (or former Master, given he was currently MIA), came calling thanks to his former-turned-current partner Gina Anderson who’d made the connection. Before he knew it, a rogue government agency had blown up his place of employ, and he was dragged into helping the Church’s special-ops arm, SEPIO, expose an alien government cover-up (long story; don’t ask). The operation had revealed an obvious incursion from the Unseen Realm of Fallen Ones (more don’t ask; read Genesis 6:1-4 for the 411 on them!) that had lit a fire under Silas’s behind to launch an investigative unit to take on the supernatural crazy.

      Group X was its name, taking on the Church’s inexplicitus cases with a supernatural edge. And Elijah was its director, along with his former partner from his FBI days back in the day, Gina.

      The pair had cut their teeth on solving similar inexplicable cases of the more paranormal variety that stumped Uncle Sam’s men in black. Alien abductions, cultic ritual abuse, shape-shifting serial killers, mind-reading con men. You know, your run-of-the-mill criminal crazy with a supernatural edge.

      And there he was: back in Washington, DC, and back in the saddle of an investigative arm solving cases of the more supernatural variety—only this time for Jude Thaddeus, or at least his long-lost religious order.

      The Lord sure does work in mysterious, if ironic, ways.

      Dexter was barking to beat the band downstairs, shaking him from his lazy out-of-bed getting.

      “Yeah yeah yeah. Hold your horses!”

      Elijah swiped his phone from his nightstand and sauntered out of his bedroom on the second floor of a half-million dollar fixer-upper in the Adams Morgan district along the 18th Street corridor in Northwest DC. Had landed his lovely abode after a bidding war that ended with one of those impassioned letters that actually worked.

      Floors were nice and sturdy, throwing up not a creak or a complaint. Had spent the summer sanding them down and freshening them up. Still smelled of stain and varnish, along with the walls giving off fresh paint. Slate gray, in every room. A nice middle-ground to his black-and-white obsession. The world had enough high-definition color to overload the senses. Why invite the overwhelm into one’s abode?

      Elijah reached the back door where Dexter was doing a little jig on the tile floor, the all-white pooch with a light brown patch on his left eye almost ready to let his bladder rip.

      Nope. Not on his day off!

      He reached for the door to let him out, when his foot stepped in something wet.

      He looked down, and muttered a curse.

      “Sweet mother of Melchizedek…” Dexter had piddled on the floor.

      Supposed he couldn’t be too cheesed at the little fella. After all, he had warned him. But Dext was still carrying on—which meant round two was nigh!

      Elijah promptly threw open the door, and Dext bounded across the flagstone patio, nearly careening into the red-clay chiminea at the end before sliding into the thick green grass and squatting.

      While his pooch fertilized his lawn, he swiped the paper towel roll from the black granite countertop and cleaned up the mess.

      Finishing, he fished out his phone and swiped it to life. Greeting him was a news item on the upcoming presidential election.

      Elijah rolled his eyes but figured he should do his civic duty by reading the headline.

      Hated politics. Had no time for it. Maybe because all it had ever gotten him was an orphan and adoption system so unchecked and dysfunctional that it nearly did him in. That was the personal side of it, but having spent half a decade working for Uncle Sam as an FBI agent, he saw firsthand the seedy underbelly of a bureaucracy bent more on institutional self-preservation than national service—a posture replicated across all three branches of government.

      Yep. Color him cynical.

      Bartlet for President, all the way! Was why he spent each election cycle binge-watching The West Wing, one of his favorite TV shows. Item numero uno for the day. Jed, the fictional president, reminded him when times were more honorable, as fictional as it was.

      He smirked. Honor. In politics and government. Those were the days.

      The news item featured a wide-shot photo of President Robert Santos and his two other contenders: Debby Gallego and Lenny Levin. It was one of those non-newsy news stories touting the closeness of the race, with all three poling tightly together within the margin of error.

      The current President was a Democrat Elijah actually liked. A strong practicing Catholic man who was America’s first elected Latino. He’d had some missteps, like the scandal involving the alien conspiracy from a year ago. And he’d bungled the corona-crazy pandemic that set the country on fire—more economically and socially than epidemiologically—but Elijah thought he might cast a vote his way.

      The others…not so much.

      The Republican candidate was a Texan tech magnet who’d taken a Lone Star State-size branding iron to the wall separating Church and State. Aimed to “Take America Back Again,” as her conservative splinter cell was called.

      To what, Elijah wasn’t sure. Figured back to the time autistic people like him were shut away in mental institutions because they didn’t fit some definition of normal. Another way to read it, he supposed, was to reclaim America again from the clutches of imagined evildoers, something her campaign boldly announced in a favorite talking point: “Reclaim America for Christ Again.”

      The irony in that cheerful slogan was that it spelled raca, a biblical word meaning ‘worthless’ or ‘empty.’

      The other one running as an independent wasn’t much better, a flaming socialist who made Che Guevara look like a Trappist monk. Promised free tuition, free health care, free housing—even free marijuana for the needy. Of course, after printing all that money to pay for it, America would be the next Venezuela. Details, details, details.

      A yipping bark from Dexter nosing the door back inside yanked him from his phone. Dexter jumped up and down outside the glass door, tongue hanging out with joy, like he hadn’t seen him in ages.

      Reminded him of that too-on-the-nose proverb about the difference between dogs and cats. Dogs think they’re humans; cats think they’re gods.

      Reason 623 why he was a dog person.

      He shoved his phone in his pocket and let Dexter inside. He scooped him up in his arms and fought back the pooch’s kisses again while he walked to get him some breakfast.

      Speaking of which…a late start to the morning always called for eggs and bacon. Or rather, begs and acon, as Dad had always called their Sunday morning breakfast.

      Without fail, his adoptive father had cooked him and his mom cheesy scrambled eggs with thick-sliced bacon and raspberry-jellied toast. Said it gave him the fuel he needed for his sermonizing gig that stretched two services. Was a good preacher, too, doing the Lord’s work unpacking the historical context of the Bible while applying it to his parishioners’ lives. That is, until a crazed gunman off his meds stormed down the center aisle of their country church and shot him in the face.

      The surfaced memory spiked a rise in Elijah’s anxiety, sending him for his stimming tick.

      Thumb to index finger, thumb to middle, thumb to ring finger, thumb to pinky—then rinse and repeat.

      Had learned early in his life how to manage the overwhelming emotions and anxiety that threatened to lay him flat. Actually, he’d stuffed them so far down inside a black hole in his mind that it wasn’t until a Group X case just a few months ago forced him to reconnect with his emotional self.

      Go figure.

      He’d been beaten and mocked, taunted and threatened so many times at that dang Virginia orphanage that he’d disassociated from his emotional self. When he did, the floodgates opened, and now he actually seemed to feel almost physical pain from emotion when it spiked.

      Hadn’t realized it until years later when he was adopted by a mother who moonlighted as a psych-ward specialist that he was neck deep into the autism spectrum. Those not in the know would call him a high-functioning person with autism.

      Nope. He was just Elijah Fox, autistic person extraordinaire.

      Over the years, he’d navigated well enough his…condition, as some people might be tempted to call it. Him, he came to understand he was fearfully and wonderfully made by the God of the universe who liked him just the way he was—imbuing him with a “superpower” as both Dad and Mom had framed it.

      Thanks to his father pastor, who’d offered a biblical and theological faming of himself, and psychologist mother, who’d offered a medical and psychological explanation for his unique struggles, Elijah had actually come to accept himself.

      Almost.

      Because he hadn’t always liked any of those framings—whether the biblical and theological one, that God had specially formed him in his Jewish birth mother’s womb; or the psychological one, that he was merely a non-neurotypical person who experienced the world in ways that were different and unique, not bad or wrong; or the paternal one, that he had some sort of superpower that let him engage the world in ways he could uniquely help people.

      Nope, never liked them one bit. Mostly because he’d never believed any of the bulldookie people shoveled his way to make him feel better about himself. He knew better, because he knew his brain better.

      Instead, he’d cursed God for the inner life that never shut down—how his brain skipped from one piece of information into a spool of synaptic connections that sometimes made him want to throw up with whiplash; how he would obsess over some new insight or random factoid or squirrelly interest, plunging deep into a rabbit hole that spun out into a bazillion different rabbit trails (yeah, mixing metaphors there, but go with it); how his emotional connection to people had been shut down thanks to his childhood, only to open back up again into a pain that often clawed at his chest.

      Eventually, he’d come to be at peace with himself. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit had been good to his heart and mind.

      Why his mind was suddenly consumed with his personal identity after his pooch laid a deuce was beyond him. There’d been a lot of that lately, actually. Ever since taking on his new gig standing against the darkness.

      Wasn’t one to find a devil behind every tree, but investigating the Church’s cases that smacked of the cosmic powers of this present supernatural darkness had opened up something in him—or perhaps exposed himself to something that not even his days at the FBI tracking down cult leaders on the lam or possessed serial killers had exposed.

      It was like those powers from the Unseen Realm were lobbing kryptonite at his brain, trying to distract and detract and discourage him.

      Why couldn’t he have gone into roofing instead? Now there’s an honest day of work without getting in the way of the Devil’s carefully laid plans to ravage the world.

      Then again, he was afraid of heights. And nail guns. Throw buzzing bees and the stifling high-noon sun into the mix and his ecclesial private eye gig wasn’t looking so bad. Would’ve gotten a wicked tan slinging shingles, though. Chicks dig that sort of thing.

      Why he was contemplating his career choice was beyond him. Nothing a little begs and acon couldn’t solve.

      First things first, he tossed a heaping scoop of dog food into a shiny chrome bowl near the back door. Then he went to his medicine drawer at an island in the middle of his generous kitchen, searching for Zicam and Airborne tablets. His cold remedy of choice.

      He filled a glass of water and popped in the Airborne tablet, drawing it to his nose and smiling.

      Smelled like that one family road trip to Disney World through Tallahassee, Florida, orange capital of America. Was flat amazed at all the groves lining the state highway. Went on for miles! Convinced Dad to pull over on the side of one of those roads to take a tinkle. Really, he just wanted to run amok through the grove. Dad didn’t like that too much, but it did smell of Tropicana, his favorite smell in all the world.

      The tablet stopped fizzing, the bubbles no longer tickling his nose. He gulped down the orange liquid fortified with a week’s worth of vitamin C and antioxidants, then promptly pressed the Zicam tablet on his tongue. It let off a similar fizz that sent a tingle down his tongue, along with the taste of orange sherbet.

      More Tropicana heaven…

      Which made his tummy rumble something fierce! For OJ, for breakfast.

      Begs and acon.

      While Dexter munched on his pooch chow, Elijah slung two HexClad non-stick pans up on his KitchenAid stove. None of that pedestrian Calphalon nonsense. Gordon Ramsey best for him. Because according to the master chef, not only are they beautiful pans, their hybrid technology cooks to absolute utter perfection.

      And only utterly perfect begs and acon for Elijah Xavier Fox.

      He retrieved a pack of applewood-smoked Wright bacon from his cousin KitchenAid refrigerator, appreciating the polished stainless steel and thinking he needed to leave a little extra cabbage for his house cleaner for the spic-and-span shine. Following up with a half-empty carton of brown eggs (none of that pedestrian white-egg nonsense), he schlepped the goods onto the island (a good Yiddish word for ya) and finished his retrieval effort with a quarter-drained half gallon of milk and stick of salted butter.

      Because perfectly cooked scrambled eggs were all in the salted butter. None of that I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter vegetable oil nonsense. Butter from a cow, not corn.

      Lighting his gas stove (actual fire like cavemen you can control was where it was at; none of that hippie electric nonsense), he tossed three strips of slaughtered pork into the heating pan and got to work on the eggs. He cracked open three of the brown suckers into a bowl and added a dash of milk, then cranked a hand salt grinder times three, followed by double the crankage for the matching peppercorn grinder.

      Satisfied, the kitchen filled with the scent of frying bacon now, he lit a second burner under another pan, let it heat up half a minute, then smeared a goodly dose of salted cow butter on the HexClad and poured in his concoction. Waiting for the eggs to do their thing, he popped down a slice of wheat bread in the toaster then an Ethiopian pod into his Nespresso Vertuo and set it to lungo size.

      A few minutes later, the bacon was cooked to a perfect crisp, the eggs were fluffy and smothered in melted sharp cheddar, and his darkened bread (no, not burned; darkened) was smeared with raspberry preserves (no, not jelly; preserves). His coffee was hot and steaming and smelling oh-so caramelly and nutty.

      He went for that first and took a sip.

      Nearly choking on it at the startled sound of a shrilly bring-bring-bring from his pocket.

      He yanked out his squawk box and startled.

      Mama.

      He frowned. Of course things get worse just as he’s about to scarf down breakfast!

      Back to Mama…

      Calling this early? On a weekday? And smack dab at the start of her patient hours, which always ran from eight to four?

      Did not compute.

      Which could only mean one thing.

      Something was afoot.

      So much for a lazy morning off.
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      Gina Anderson wanted to go back to bed. It was turning out to be a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.

      She’d overslept her alarm, woke with a wicked, pulsing headache thanks to some gluteny pasta she had eaten the night before (and maybe thanks to a bottle of Bordeaux), and America was barreling toward an election that had the makings of Civil War II!

      And actually, the pasta was brought on by the latter. She’d watched the final presidential debate with her cats and a bowl of that gluteny pasta smothered in vodka sauce, piled high with artichokes, Kalamata olives, and prosciutto—joined by a bottle of Bordeaux. All of it, too. The night called for it.

      President Santos was running for his seat again, a Democrat Catholic who’d governed far more at the center than the left wing cared. He’d rocketed to the White House after a major scandal broke four years ago the last go around. Apparently, the Mormon Church had tried to install their choice presidential candidate with the help of some wackadoodle Evangelical powerbrokers. Said Mormon Church had filled said wackadoodle Evangelical powerbrokers’ coffers with certain…shall we say, helpful donations in exchange for their support.

      As they say, money talks and dollars sing, and all that jazz.

      All of which was super ironic because there’d been a not-too-subtle anti-Catholic streak running through the last time those Protestants made a play for the White House. So the fact they were canoodling with a non-Christian, bastardization of historic Christianity was too weird for words.

      But politics does weird things to people. She should know.

      Gina’s mama had always been a political junky growing up. Was never an ideologue. Much more into kitchen-table issues that had a direct bearing on their Toledo double-wide parked in the armpit of Ohio. The cost of milk and bread, the per-gallon price of gas, which candidate pledged to eliminate cigarette taxes and legalize marijuana.

      Basically, whatever served her needs, she was on board. And on board she was. Had pounded the pavement for nearly every candidate since Gina was a child—sometimes the same ones from different parties during the same election!

      Probably why Gina had been roped into the mosh pit of politics, catching the bug and not giving up. She followed all the major players just as her mama had, and her father had followed football—knowing who was who, what district they represented, how far down the line of succession they were in the Presidential Cabinet. Had even memorized the U.S. Constitution as a second-grader, much to the chagrin of her parish priest, who couldn’t get her to spend as much mental energy on her catechism and Scripture.

      She’d made up for it since, tucking both away in that noggin of hers. But the American government, and all its checks and balances, separation of powers, guaranteed rights fascinated her.

      Understood someone needed to make sure the gravy train delivered to the right people the right goods at the right time for the right reason. Same for the crazy train, knowing there were human forces in this world who needed to be stopped and locked up. Was why she’d joined the FBI when they came a calling after some muckety-muck read her doctoral thesis on cultic ritual abuse.

      Anyhoo, back to the cray-cray conspiracy to elect a Mormon President. Wouldn’t’ve been so bad, and probably would’ve gotten away with it all, had they not assassinated the independent candidate. Something straight out of All the President’s Men it was! Would’ve worked, too, had the Order of Thaddeus not intervened, sussing out the political conspiracy that rivaled a Robert Ludlum fever dream and bringing down the whole house of cards.

      The same actors who just happened to be her new employer.

      The employer she was running late to!

      Whatevs. It was Elijah’s day off, technically her boss, the director of Group X. So while the boss was away, Gina colada (her partner-in-crime’s affectionate nickname, so bestowed after her fave Caribbean piña colada drink) would eat cake. Red velvet, to be exact, a tradition her grammy had started way back when, eating cake and coffee for breakfast. Though she preferred a strong cup of Red Rose black tea.

      The special blend of black pekoe, with their malty and spicy, smoky and rich taste was a perfect match to the mild cocoa and vanilla flavor of the slice of red velvet—joined by that oh-so-good smooth, soft, tender and light creamy cream cheese icing!

      Figured she deserved at least one late-morning start after all that had gone down the past few months anyhow. The Church’s X-Files were far more cray-cray than the FBI’s ever were. And that was saying something after she and Eli had gone up against a Vegas serial killer targeting prostitutes who was possessed by one of the Devil’s minions.

      So far with Group X, she and Eli had exposed a drug cartel that moonlighted as a devil-worshiping death cult and laid bare a plot to sow the seeds of despair in the hearts and minds of unsuspecting women through social media. All with the cosmic powers of the Unseen Realm as puppet masters.

      Too weird for words.

      So, take it easy she would, propping her feet up on her desk in the bowels of the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Northeast Washington, DC—the former headquarters of the Order of Thaddeus back in the day and current HQ for Group X.

      But first things first: cake!

      She’d made it the night before after chowing down on that pasta she’d made (humongo mistake) just after halftime during the presidential debate. Had to. Couldn’t keep her hands idle after the network broke for commercials after the foreign policy section. Would lead this country into World War III, those three would!

      One candidate wanted to go all in on Eastern Europe, hoover up all the non-NATO nations and rally the old Western order together again after Comrade Crazy Pants with the ushanka tore it to shreds. The other wanted to pivot to Asia, batten down the hatches with our Asia Pacific allies and go all in on going toe to toe with the Red Dragon on Taiwan. Still another wanted to pull back entirely to take America back again by doing nothing at all.

      Gina couldn’t take the stress anymore, so she whipped up the red velvet cake that sat under the glass cake stand sitting on the granite island in her red-and-pink polka dot kitchen.

      It was a perfect contrast to her partner’s, which was the saddest kitchen she’d ever seen. Nothing but gray walls and stainless steel appliances. No way, Jose! Not for Gina colada.

      Slipping into plush pink slippers that made her feet tingle with the happy-happy, she wrapped a matching silk robe around herself (her skin tingling with the same feeling) and made for her kitchen. Nearly tripped over Baxter—a Maine Coon cat that doubled as a tiger wannabe. The brown striped oaf complained, loudly.

      “Yeah yeah yeah, right right right. I’m as famished as you are.”

      Gina scratched his head, the cat throwing up a famished meow and weaving between her legs—nearly sending her to an early grave again! She gave him a slipper to the backside and sauntered into her happy place.

      The kitchen was the real selling point of the joint. It was big enough to do some serious culinary damage without taking up the first floor. A little nook sat at the back, with floor to ceiling windows peering out into a backyard garden edged by towering oaks and maples with a little pond of half a dozen koi surrounded by flowering bushes and flowering—well, flowers. Another selling point.

      She’d managed to buy the joint after saving up her earnings over the years. No, not on Uncle Sam’s dime. Lady Luck’s. After that cray-cray Vegas case, she had unwound at a black jack table at Caesar’s Palace. Dad had showed her a thing or two growing up when Mom wasn’t looking, and she put those moves to good use.

      Several times over.

      Who knew her autistic brain would come in handy? She sure hadn’t. Always counted it more a curse than a blessing, the way the synapses of her noggin fired off from one thing to the next like a squirrel on speed. Didn’t help matters that same brain was also socially awkward, finding it difficult to connect with people—facial avoidance was definitely a thing; still was, but she’d learned to work around it thanks to Doublemint gum.

      But where other autistic people would ride those synaptic waves down the rabbit hole into the nether of factoid upon factoid, she was more a wave rider, skimming along the surface from detail to detail, which happened to server her needs just fine both at the FBI and on the Vegas Strip.

      No, she wasn’t Rain Man autistic; no Ray Babbitt savant running through her veins. More a Roy G. Biv kinda gal, seeing the world in high-definition, seven-part rainbow colors where everyone else just saw red, green, and blue variations.

      That knack for detail is what set her sailing at the Bureau, as well as the Vegas Strip. Details like eye movement and facial ticks, both in the interrogation room and at the card table. Details like when someone licked their lips just so, or reached for a drink of water when their mouth went dry.

      Details like cards, and counting them.

      Which the Vegas security type didn’t much like the more she kept on winning. Nearly got run out of the Bellagio, too. But a quick wit and even quicker mouth, not to mention the flashing of her FBI badge, managed to let her squeak by without incident.

      After that run-in, she’d put her card-sharp paws to pasture and quickly invested her earnings in real property.

      Like the three-story fixer-upper on Embassy Row that had once belonged to some African banana republic that hadn’t seen one of those yellow fruits since the Pangea was a thing.

      A narrow pink refrigerator sat nestled in the kitchen corner between the sink and a purple stove. Yeah yeah yeah, both the dishwasher and the microwave were stainless steel, but the walls more than made up for those drab things.

      And the granite island! A beautiful, colorful, swirly mélange of turquoise and canary and rust and burnt orange. Made her brain fire on all cylinders just glimpsing it from the hallway.

      Along with the glass cake storing her red velvet cake.

      Baxter was moaning something fierce now, so she slopped two cans of Friskies pate in a bowl for him and his cousins. Not sure where the others were, Angel and Patches and Cookie, but the sound of breakfast usually was the only dog whistle they needed to kick it into high gear. Or cat call, as was the case.

      Uncovering the glass lid, Gina’s senses were instantly flooded with strawberries and dark chocolate, joined a beat later by buttermilk and vanilla.

      Heaven…

      After filling her electric tea kettle with water, she prepared her mug with a single cube of sugar and tea bag. Could never get the ratio of sweetness to bitterness just right with the granulated variety, either mixing too much or too little sugar with her Red Rose. Would go through cups and cups of it in frustration, her brain and buds not letting go until it was perfect.

      The cube was her saving grace, thank the Lord Almighty!

      In a minute the water had boiled to perfection, and she poured herself her one and only cup. Then she promptly cut herself a piece of cake the size of her foot.

      The day called for it.

      She went to bite into the luscious piece of happy-happy when she gasped.

      “Almost forgot!”

      Her fork dropped to her plate with a clatter, and she bounded down the echoey hardwood hallway then out the front door to retrieve her New York Times.

      A whipping fall wind bit at her ankles, and leaves were strewn about the postage stamp-size front yard. She shivered and waded into the yellows and reds and oranges, trying her darnedest to swish away the wet fallen leaves and avoid her neighbor’s dog poo. Managed the latter but the leaves clung to her slippers for dear life.

      “There you are, ol’ Gray Lady…”

      Gina snatched her paper and darted back inside, hunger rumbling through her tummy now for that cake and her frigid body hankering for that Red Rose.

      Although the Washington Post was the city’s go-to paper of record, she wasn’t too keen on The Bezos having his fingers in the news-generation pie. So ol’ Gray Lady was her go-to paper of record.

      And the actual paper kind, too. Smelling of ink and pulp, the newsprint staining her lily-white fingertips black from use. Hadn’t been averse to tech, and was more than fine with saving a few trees getting her news online. Until her last case, that is. Given what her phone had done to her—and nearly drew her into doing—let’s just say she and iPhone had a DTR that redefined their relationship, and Mother Nature would have to cough up a few more saplings for her news.

      Drawing back to the granite island, she unfurled the newspaper—and gasped.

      “What the what?” she shouted.

      There was a triptych shot of three photos, one from each of the three presidential candidates and dueling—or was it trieling, trueling?—rallies.

      The first was President Santos, a healthy crowd chanting “Four more years!” with raised four-finger fists pumping with delight. Whites, blacks, Latinos, Asians—a real diverse crowd he had packed in some Hilton ballroom.

      Then there was the Republican nominee, Debby Gallego.

      Every rally parroted what she had expressed on the campaign trail: the second-classing of the American Dream to the globalist agenda, which had sacrificed our jobs; border security and national security; the destruction of traditional family values in the interest of the progressive social agenda; the transformation of Washington into a swamp of special interest elitists who had grown richer and more powerful, which she vowed to drain. 

      And America was eating it up. 

      Slowly but surely, the conservative base was opening up to the lady who was on her third marriage. Even Evangelicals had taken notice, having thrown their support behind her early in the primaries after it was clear the other Republicans were sure losers against the incumbent Democrat president. The mainstream media had taken notice, too, but in a different way. Polls had her neck-and-neck with the two other candidates, but they all poo-pooed the idea of another populist rising to power a second go around. Said that ship had sailed and America had learned its lesson.

      The rallies said otherwise, especially what people said about her.

      “She gets what's got us down,” represented a common refrain. As did: “She understands me.” Her successes in the business world had also ratcheted up her support: “She’s the woman to get the job done. After all, look at her success with those tech start-ups! With that history of success, just think what she can do for America.”

      When asked about her nominal Christianity, especially all those divorces, most of those interviewed were incredulous. “We’re not electing a Pastor-in-Chief,” one supporter said. “If she takes America back again, I don’t care who she’s married to—or if she’s married at all!”

      There was another one of those rallies—and Gina could hardly believe what was staring back at her. Or rather, who was staring back at her.

      Gwen Anderson.

      AKA: Mama.

      Decked out in a slinky U.S. flag…something! Looked handmade, whatever it was. And whatever it was was showing way too much cleavage for a sixty-something woman.

      At her left was some dude with a Don’t Tread on Me patch on his jean jacket and handlebar mustache and a port-wine stain on the right cheek. On her right, some other dude, a black man with a clean-shaven face stood in pleated pants and a T-shirt with some triangle thingy. Behind them was a sea of Midwest faces—young and old, fresh and weather-worn, middle class and working class.

      Mama’s kind of people, it was, the whole crowd.

      Probably blaring Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.” along with Lee Greenwood’s “God Bless the U.S.A.” And there she was: smack dab in the middle of a mostly white crowd in a large circus tent flashing her smiling pearlies and a double OK ring sign, her thumbs and index fingers joined into a circle, wearing that silly dress and a TABA hat.

      Take America Back Again.

      “Oh, mama…” she groaned. “Just what I need. You on the front page of the New York Times to mess up my breakfast!”

      A quiet day at the office was just what the doc ordered after that frightful sight. Nothing but paperwork and bonbons for this investigator.

      Taking a sip of tea, she went to take a bite of cake when the doorbell rang.

      “For the love…”

      It rang again. Twice, then again.

      “Coming!” she yelled, shuffling down the hardwood hallway again in her pink puffy slippers.

      She could see the silhouette of a tall man through the frosted glass of her front door. Bet it was Elijah checking up on her, wondering why she was running late.

      Always on time, that Eli was. And always late, she was! Razzed her for it, too. And pestered and picked on and finger-wagged. Was a constant theme of theirs when they were working at the Bureau together. Her always running late, him always complaining about it.

      But…hold the cheese stick.

      Today was his day off. A personal day to binge-watch straight through his The West Wing collection. Had a little thing for Jed Bartlet (no judgment there; who doesn’t?) and every four years he binge-watched his favorite show.

      So why was he on her front stoop?

      Now a hard knock at the door sent Gina scurrying, and cussing, to twist her burnished bronze doorknob.

      “Eli, one of these days I’m gonna—”

      She opened the door. Her jaw literally dropped at who was standing on the other side.

      “Oh my heck!” she exclaimed.

      “Hey, Gina,” the man in a black suit said, waving.

      A familiar face was flashing her a nice set of pearly whites. Hadn’t seen Calvin Dobson since college—her boyfriend for all four years! And now vice presidential candidate for President Santos.

      But…

      What on earth was he doing at her door?
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      With one hand, Elijah started up his stimming tick again. With the other, he answered his mother’s call.

      Why was Mama calling? She knew it wasn’t their normal time to call. He had things to do, people to see, cases to solve! Well, not that day but normally, both of them with things to do and people to see and cases to solve—him the supernatural crazy, her the actual crazy with her counseling practice back home in Kenturkey.

      But she didn’t know it was his day off!

      Besides, this was breaking the rules. Totally deviated from their weekly rhythm set in stone for, what, a decade now? Which she definitely would have known, and should be sticking to.

      They had a weekly check-in phone powwow every Thursday evening. Was the day after the weekly Survivor episode, and they would begin by catching up on all the reality show drama. The long-running castaway competition had been a family tradition, Dad and Mom and him watching it from the beginning when that snake Richard Hatch took those other fifteen chumps for a ride. Afterward, they’d chit-chat about work and life and when Elijah was going to give her grandbabies and get married—except the reverse order. He’d pester her about retiring from her practice and moving to Sarasota, Florida, and remarrying some wrinkly shuffleboard champ—in that order.

      So…why was she calling? What did she want? What did it mean?

      His buzzing phone yanked him back to the moment. Only a few seconds until it would go to voicemail.

      Suppose he should answer the blasted thing and find out.

      Elijah brought the phone to life. “Mama, why are you calling this early?”

      “Well, hello to you too, Eli,” she said in that sweet-sounding Southern twang of hers. Got him every time.

      “Joyce, why are you calling this early?” he repeated, using his mother’s name.

      Now she scoffed. “Elijah Xavier Fox. How many times have I told you it’s not proper for a son to address his mama by her first name!”

      “A bazillion. Why are you calling this early, and well outside our designated call-in day?”

      “Why does there have to be a reason?”

      “You’re breaking the rules.”

      “Can’t a mama call her boy for a simple chit-chat about their week?”

      “Nope. There’s always a reason for your calls at—” he cranked his arm for a look-see at his watch “—8:23 in the morning.”

      “My lanta, child. You’ve always had a one-track mind!” She sighed, clearing her throat. “But you are right. Something has come up.”

      He waited for her to explain.

      Mama heaved a breath and sighed. “It’s about your father’s church.”

      Nearly dropped the phone at the mention of his hometown Kentucky ecclesial haunt—or rather, Kenturkey, as Elijah affectionately referred to his adoptive state, on account of all the wild turkeys running around their family property out in the Paducah boondocks.

      Before his murder in cold blood during the Sunday morning service, Dad had pastored Seventh Baptist Church of Paducah (yes, the town’s seventh Baptist church; it’s the South) for two decades. Had just celebrated his twenty-year anniversary, too, picking up his only church gig straight out of seminary. So the fact Mama was calling about it…

      Not good.

      He asked, “What happened? Did it burn down?”

      “Heavens no!” Mom exclaimed. “Although it’d be best if someone were to torch the place.”

      She’d never spoken ill of Dad’s church like that before. Something must be bigly up.

      Swallowing hard, his stomach churning more from dread than hunger now, Elijah adjusted his grip and plunged into the deep end.

      “Mama, please don’t tell me you’re confessing to a pre-crime of arson, are you?”

      “Oh, fiddlesticks, I’m not either.”

      Mama wasn’t one to beat around the cherry tree. A straight shooter, she was. Even on the Thursday calls, there was no meandering, no throat-clearing before getting to the call’s punchline. So it wasn’t like her to not get to it, on top of calling outside their Thursday arrangement.

      So, again, why the early morning call?

      His anxiety ratcheted up a bit, and so did his fingers. Thumb to index finger, thumb to middle, thumb to ring finger, thumb to pinkie—then back through it again.

      “Alright, lay it on me. What’s got you so hot and bothered?”

      “It’s…well, it’s that cotton pickin’ pastor, that’s what!”

      Cotton pickin’? Uh-oh. Breaking out the Southern cuss words now.

      “Reverend William Baron?”

      “Reverend William—” She scoffed. “It’s Pastor Billy now. A man of the people. And for good reason.”

      “What reason?”

      “The man has remade himself into some sort of populist guru fighting against the evil forces of this nation to take America back again.”

      Elijah smirked. “Where have I heard that slogan before?”

      “Exactly! That cotton pickin’ political slogan. And suddenly our country church has become the epicenter of the war between good and evil. With him and the conservative populist uprising on one side and the socialist elites on the other.”

      “Except our struggle isn’t against flesh-and-blood actors, ‘but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places,’ as Saint Paul reminds—”

      “In the Book of Ephesians, I know,” his mother interrupted. “Tell that to Pastor Billy. Do you know, he interrupts the regular worship service each week to go off on whatever bee has buzzed up his knickers?”

      Elijah rolled his eyes. “Nice visual there, Mama.”

      “Diatribes, he calls them. Headline news, where the man riffs off of some political issue.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like everything from forced vaccinations on schoolchildren to the IRS proposing more oversight of personal bank accounts.”

      “Neither of which are the best propositions in the world.”

      His mother scoffed. “But ones that’re totally irrelevant to Sunday morning worship!”

      “Touché. What else?” Elijah asked.

      “He goes on and on about how the left has done a power grab to systematically dismantle religion and banish God from the lips, minds, and hearts of believers.”

      “Not the worst insight in the world.”

      “And again, totally irrelevant to Sunday morning worship!”

      “Touché. Again.”

      “Then there’s his diatribes about stolen elections from the last go around. Last Sunday, he demanded a full audit of all 50 states to find out the level of cheating and the level of manipulation that actually took place, for Pete’s sake! People around me were cheering, hootin’ and hollerin’. Wanted to spit, it made me so hoppin’ mad how Billy had co-opted the Lord’s Day to air Uncle Sam’s dirty drawers—or grind their axes against those George Soros and Bill Gates fellas.”

      “Mixing metaphors there a bit, Mama…” Elijah complained, running a hand through his bed-head hair.

      This was getting off the rails. Had no interest in politics, and definitely had no interest in jawing about it with his mother that early in the morning.

      “That’s not even the worst of it!” Mama exclaimed.

      “It isn’t?”

      “Now, I’m not supposed to say anything,” she went on, voice growing low and quiet and conspiratorial. “So don’t you go flappin’ your gums about what I’m ‘bouta tell ya.”

      “Lips are sealed. Now spill the tea, Mama.”

      She took a breath, then a beat, then: “Billy Baron is fixin’ to join the Republican presidential campaign!”

      “That’s some major tea spillage.”

      “You’re telling me!”

      Elijah asked, “In what way?”

      “Beats me. All I know is, Patty Lee—”

      “The chief elder’s wife? What’s his name?”

      “Right. The chairman of the elder board, Eddy Lee. Anyway, we had coffee the other afternoon, and she told me Pastor Billy informed the church board just two nights ago. Just up and leaving to join Debby Gallego!”

      “In what capacity?”

      “Rumor has it it’s something big. Like campaign manager, or maybe even a cabinet member if she manages to get elected.”

      Now that took the cheesecake.

      Debra Gallego was part of a resurgent movement called Take America Back Again. Part nostalgic throwback, part populist uprising, the movement wasn’t a political party per se, but rather a feisty wing of the Republican Party that was in open rebellion against the elites. She also happened to be the daughter of a Texan reverend who made Jerry Falwell of the ‘80s Moral Majority era look like a cuddly teddy bear.

      For the Democratic Party’s part, they had their own merry band of rebels: the Push America Forward Now. PAFN didn’t have as nice of a ring to it as TABA, but they got their point across. Unlike the nostalgic populists clinging to the past, these activists had one aim: smash that past to pieces and dismantle it limb from limb—literally, too, tearing down statues and murals they deemed regressive.

      Their fearless leader, Lenny Levin
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