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      “Hell is Empty and All the Devils are Here.”


    

    
      -From The Tempest by William Shakespeare
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  REWARD



Cinematic:

As the author of this work, I offer you, the reader, the opportunity to redeem a cash award for introducing this work to any producer that offers an acceptable contract [to the author] for this work. The reward offered is 10% of any option contract for film up to a maximum of $10,000.00.

Via this reward, our mutual goal is to introduce this work to cinematic producers. Many are likely familiar with the term “six degrees of separation,” the theory that anyone on the planet can be connected to any other person through a chain of acquaintances with no more than five intermediaries. This is what I aim to accomplish here with your help.

Think about who you may know in the movies or literary agency who may be able to help me. It doesn’t hurt to ask, and if you’re effort pans out, then you’ll be rewarded for it.

Think about who you know that reads and would enjoy this book.

Send any leads, opportunities, or introductions via the email below.




I Appreciate Your Help,

Frank Reteguiz

Rickandllewyns@gmail.com








  
  
  The Players

  
  





	Cecilia Agarwal- Narrator and head science reporter for the Smithsonian Press.

	Dr. Jacques Santiago- World renowned physicist and inventor.

	Reeve Haber- Celebrated tech CEO who launched a successful hydrogen fueled car company and other businesses which will have him exceeding the triumphs of Thomas Edison.

	Elon David- Haber’s bodyguard, former Mossad.

	Admiral Crane- Decorated and highly respected naval pilot and engineer. He now commands the U.S. Navy’s research and development department.

	Nick Solomon- Vice President of the world’s largest search engine and multi-tech company, Yagle.

	Theo Raven- Solomon’s bodyguard, former Marine RECON.

	Dr. Louis Greene- Theoretical physicist from M.I.T. and former mentor of Dr. Santiago.

	Karen Santiago- Dr. Santiago’s ex-wife.

	Richard Link- Former Vice President of the United States from 2000-2008. Current owner of a private security and diplomatic contracting firm.

	Dick Walters- Link’s private bodyguard. Former Secret Service agent who guarded him throughout his terms in office.

	Michelle Burry- Hedge fund manager, investor, and financial advisor of Dr. Santiago.

	Nolan- The butler.

	Raul Bala- An uninvited guest.











  
  
  Chapter 16

  
  




October 2nd, 2021

4:27p.m.

Iberia Parish, Louisiana




I don’t know what’s worse, the swamp-ass or the hummingbird-sized mosquitoes you get in the Iberia Parish. I appreciate my editor flying me into New Orleans yesterday afternoon. He gave me some time to sightsee and drink a few hand grenades before driving out into the boondocks of Louisiana. I’m always grateful whenever I get a chance to travel and cover a story, but it’s October, and it’s somehow still sweltering and humid. I should’ve packed a skirt.

A savory tingle rolls over my tongue as I drive by signs for the Tabasco factory. I wish I had more time to take a tour but making it to the reveal on time keeps me worried. The invitation states that GPS is only going to navigate me as far as the gas station closest to the plantation; from there, I will have to follow the directions written on it.

The road goes from a smoothly paved road to a graveled dust-covered one as the bald cypress trees make a canopy over the road, a tunnel of branches and hanging Spanish moss. There are a few homes here and there, scattered trailers, and a mom-and-pop grocery store. I have to stop for a few minutes and watch in awe as an alligator slowly crosses the road. It’s my first time seeing one in the wild.

The GPS leads me to the decrepit gas station sitting fifty yards near the bayou. I park and get out to stretch my legs by taking a stroll around. The pumps are painted with rust, and the old Citgo sign hangs high and proud while vines cover the building as if nature was taking back its land. The irony is that the inside looks clean and has modern appliances in it. I walk behind the station to find a dock and boat ramp. A flat bottom aluminum boat with water still dripping off its hull lays on a trailer hooked to the back of an old mustard-colored F-150. Beyond the dock and the brackish water is a picturesque scene that Van Gogh could’ve painted: black storm clouds slowly breaking their way past the horizon, as the blue-sky shades itself darker, the yellow and orange rays breaking through the storm clouds, dimming as the sun gets swallowed beyond the bayou. And for Van Gogh’s one good ear, the songs of the crickets and the croaks of the frogs filling the air.

“Tomorrow is gonna be a good day for catching me some crawdaddies,” a thick Creole voice speaks from behind me, snapping me out of serenity.

I turn to find a man wearing denim overalls that accentuate his beer belly, a red shirt, rubber boots, and a face with the complexion of a paunch Morgan Freeman. He looks at the weather app on his smartphone before putting it into his breast pocket. His smile is bright and reassuring despite missing a few teeth.

“The storm is gonna be a strong one tonight, but it gets da crawdaddies closer to the surface. Going to be good eatin’ for a few days,” he says.

He rubs his belly with a greasy hand. He’s amusing to look at.

“I better get to where I’m going. How far is the Santiago plantation?” I ask.

His jovial smile turns sour right as the storm growls with thunder.

“Be careful, mademoiselle. That place is damned. Monsieur Santiago’s going to summon the loas. Going to bring the evil out of the swamp.”

I sometimes forget I am in a land where the people think scientific breakthroughs are voodoo and experiments are the conjurings of demons. I turn around from the man in time to see a black Escalade with pitch-black tinted windows speed past us and turn down the dirt road the invitation had instructed me to take. Somebody is excited to get to the party quickly, I think. I turn back to say goodbye to the man, but I don’t see anyone. Where did he go?

“Be careful, mademoiselle,” the voice of the man says. I look and see he is now in front of the gas station. “Monsieur Santiago be messing with something that God doesn’t want touched.”

I shake off the odd encounter and walk back to my rental. Before I get in, I stop to take one last look at the sky. The gray clouds are darker, and the thunder trembles the ground as the storm inches toward the parish.

As I drive down the winding, worn road through the eerie glades, the sight of the menacing gray and black clouds that engulf the sky brings a frigid chill to my body. I’ve been to a warzone once to report on a lifesaving device that used harmonics to reset a soldier’s brain before traumatic brain injury from an IED could become permanent. This drive to Monsieur Santiago’s plantation brings back the same anticipation I had before flying into Afghanistan that time. Maybe it is because of a few renowned guests who I know will be there. No, no, this anticipation is more than a bad gut feeling.

I slow down as I approach the plantation’s open front gate. The brick fence extends around the vast property and ends eroded into the bayou, making the property a small peninsula with the river snaking around it. I drive the two hundred yards to the gothic mansion as gusts from the oncoming storm break through. Made of brownstone and brick, the two-story home has an old-world appeal that matches the haunting mood the glades give off. It has stained glass windows and two massive yellowed-marble pillars supporting the second-floor balcony. Its steepled roof has two spires that lead from the pillars, making the front of the house look like a demented face. It is hauntingly beautiful, even with time leaving its mark on it.

The driveway curves around the front of the intimidating house. I stop behind the black Escalade that sped past me earlier. A man in a black tuxedo climbs into the driver’s seat and parks the SUV on top of an elevated carport that looks like it was constructed to keep the cars from being flooded. I look over at the steep cobblestone staircase leading to the opening of the house and watch two men climb it. One is middle-aged and wears a cheap blue suit; he looks back and forth as if scanning for danger. The second man doesn’t need much of an introduction, as he is the notorious former U.S. Vice President Richard Link. I tend to steer away from politics, but that scumbag used falsified evidence to start a war in the Middle East and then made a profit from his security company that conveniently had a no-bid contract from Congress.

The men enter the mansion and I shake off my disgust at the realization that I will eventually meet Richard Link tonight. I look toward the elevated carport at the other expensive cars, one of which is a flamboyant red Edison hydrogen car. I love those cars, but the CEO Reeve Haber is a braggart. He states the cars are fully autonomous, even though safety reports say otherwise, and they still have issues with their crash avoidance systems. Soon enough, I’ll get to meet the owners of the vehicles, and Mr. Haber will be among them.

A knock on my door window scares me; it is followed by a warm greeting, “Good Evening, mademoiselle. May I see your invitation and license?”

I give an uneasy smile to the butler in the black tuxedo outside my car door, but I step out of the rental and oblige him.

The butler hands me back the invitation with a forced smile on his face. He might be in his late thirties, but he looks worn and aged. Stress from his boss, I suppose. After giving him the keys, he drives off with my car, and I begin climbing the steep stairs to the mansion’s front door.

I am halfway to the top when I hear the growl of an engine and “Bad Moon Rising” by Creedence Clearwater Revival blasting over speakers. I turn around to find a dark green Mustang pulling into the driveway. The butler has a peculiar look on his face when the Mustang stops in front of him, and he sees the Washington DC license plates with “Bull1tt” embroidered on them. A man wearing a black suit, white shirt, and black-tie steps out of the car. The two men then have an exchange of words that I can’t hear. The man pulls out what looks like his wallet to show his I.D. The butler looks more perplexed but gives an odd nod to the man in the black suit.

The man walks away and comes up the stairs. He stops for a moment when he sees me. He looks as if he recognizes me, maybe from T.V. or an article I’ve written. He shakes off the look and gives me an awkward smile as he walks by. He is a handsome man with black hair, mocha-colored skin, and a cleft-lip scar, the latter of which added to his mystique.

“Sir, I need your keys,” the butler shouts at the man as he, too, climbs the stairs.

The man turns around to give the butler the keys. Out by the cars, there’s movement that catches my attention. My eyes dart back to the Mustang, where I see two shadows approaching the driver’s side. The Mustang’s engine revs up and launches forward to the front gate. Did he just get his car jacked in the middle of nowhere? How did they start the car so fast without the keys? I turn to see the butler and the man; they are in shock.

The butler turns to the man, baffled, but the man gives a reassuring slap to the butler’s shoulder and says, “Don’t worry about it, Jeeves. It has GPS, and it’s just a car. I think I’ll find it at the end of the night. Do me a favor and go check if the other cars are locked, just in case they come back.”

The butler looks taken aback by the man’s calm, laid-back response, just as I am. The man continues walking back up the stairs, passes me, and says with a smirk, “We’re in for a long night.”

With that, a blinding white light fills the darkness of the plantation, and the frightening tremble of thunder shakes me again. Heavy drops of rain begin to fall as the storm warns us of a rageful night to come.
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5:37p.m.


I finish the ascent of the steep cobblestone stairs to the open front doors. I walk through the foyer and glance over oil paintings of the Santiago Family hanging on walls lined with aged red velvet. One is of a Spaniard overlooking the construction of the mansion. The other is of a man in an early 1900’s suit posing in front of test tubes and a Bunsen burner. I walk past them into the vast main lobby, where an iron chandelier that looks like it never held lit candles on the tips of its branched limbs hangs over me. The entire house has an old-world feel, something out of a Victorian theatre set. A black rope hangs from the first step of the bifurcated wooden staircase to the expansive second floor, with more oil paintings of the plantation’s history showcased. To my right is the parlor where the guests gather. The large wooden doors to my left are closed, but an eerie light seeps through the bottom gap.

The far wall is shelved with an extensive collection of books, separated by a stone fireplace and its mantle, while the center of the room holds a billiard table. A long buffet table covered with a spread of both American and Creole delicacies is set by the windows. The corner holds an impressive bar of exotic and expensive liquors shelved behind it. Throughout the room are ox-skinned sofas and arm chairs with various people sitting in them, conversing.

I look around the parlor, and recognizable eyes stare back at me. At the buffet table, the former Vice President and his bodyguard, along with tech CEO Nick Solomon and his bodyguard, briefly stop topping off their dishes to stare at me. Edison CEO and futurist Reeve Haber standing by the billiard table with a cue stick also stares back as his intimidating bodyguard gets the four-ball into the corner pocket. An attractive older redheaded woman wearing a fuchsia form-fitting dress sits secluded in an armchair in front of the fireplace. There is a Naval officer wearing his dress blues sitting opposite of her; both are staring into the fireplace where an inviting fire dances.

An older gentleman wearing a worn, brown Harris Tweed blazer and aged gray jeans sits by one of the tall windows and stares outside as the storm grows stronger. Another woman wearing a gray power suit is in the corner talking aggressively into her phone while the man in the black suit is behind the bar, looking through the assortment of fine wine and high-end spirits.

A blinding white light from a flash of lightning fills the room, followed by a heavy rumble of thunder. This snaps everyone’s gazes from me and back to what they were doing before I entered. Nerves suddenly hit me. I am now in the same room as some of the world’s most powerful people. I mainly interview scientists and doctors, a few are Nobel Peace Prize winners, but the most powerful and famous person I ever met was here, the head of NASA. I feel out of my depth here. I focus on my breath before my nerves get the best of me and beeline to the buffet table. I haven’t eaten today, and maybe putting something in my stomach will help me feel better and give me an excuse to keep to myself for the time being.

I place a slider version of Po’boys onto my plate and add a side of jambalaya to it. The savory scent of spices makes my mouth water, so I quickly walk over to a distressed leather armchair in the corner of the door entrance and sit down to eat. In between taking bites of the succulent Cajun cuisine, I eavesdrop. Link and Solomon sit down at the parlor table across from me while their bodyguards eat, standing up with their backs to the wall.

“Do you think the trip out to malaria and hick country will be worth the hype? I don’t think Raven and Walters can protect us from the mosquitos and gators,” Link asks Solomon in jest and smiles at the two bodyguards behind them.

“Santiago may be eccentric, but he makes us money. We use half of his patents for our tech, and it always puts us light-years ahead of the competition. So, if this mad scientist invites us to his creepy mansion in the middle of bumfuck nowhere, then what he is going to show us is going to make a lucky few fucking richer. And why are you calling your constituents hicks? Show some respect to these toothless swamp-mongoloids that voted you into office,” Solomon says with a sneer.

Link laughs, “The Democrats have their nigger votes, and we have our hick votes.”

I cough up a piece of my Po’boy after hearing that. Both men look over at me, and I play it off as taking too big a bite and not my being disgusted with the insensitivity they have for common people. I put my plate down on a side table with only half my food eaten. That small conversation makes me lose my appetite. I take a moment to breathe and finally force myself up to do my job and mingle. As I walk over to the billiard table to meet with one of the world’s richest men, the gawking gaze of the man in the black suit caught me off guard. Sitting on the barstool, he looks down at his drink when I catch him looking at me. The funny thing is that it isn’t a creepy “Look at her thick ass” vibe he gives off. He looks like he wants to tell me something. I am about to walk over to him, but I bump into the imposing, olive-skinned bodyguard of Mr. Haber.

“Excuse me, miss,” he says with an Israeli accent.

“I’m sorry, I was briefly distracted.”

The bodyguard glances over his


























































































































