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Chapter 1

	The Central Virginia Express commuter train carried the 5:00 a.m. business crowd into the city. Roaring overhead, it woke Zoey Volkova from a much-needed sleep. She had taken refuge under the rail overpass for the evening―it was her safest option.

	Using an old blanket, probably left behind by some unfortunate homeless soul, she had been able to find some comfort on the cold concrete of the overpass. Still not ready to remove the blanket and expose herself to the cool, damp Richmond morning, Zoey pulled her phone from her pocket and began to search for news of the assassination of President Elect McDowell.

	News articles flooded the multimedia cloud. The story was everywhere. So were pictures of Zoey Volkova. Selecting one of the many pictures posted, Zoey began to read the accompanying story.

	"An update from the WNN newsroom … Authorities, are looking for this woman in connection with the assassination of President Elect Bryce McDowell.

	The woman is Zoey Volkova, the daughter of Russian immigrant nationals, Dmitry and Lada. The FBI is not calling her a suspect at this time, but rather a person of interest. If you know this woman or have information concerning her whereabouts, you are asked to contact your local authorities or the FBI at 888-731-7878. Ms. Volkova may be armed and considered dangerous. Do not approach her …"

	Terrific, they think I did it, Zoey thought. As she struggled to come to terms with what had happened, her mind began to replay everything that took place the day before. Quickly she lost herself to the terrifying moments leading up to Kai's death.

	She relived watching the assassin, Riegler, assemble his weapon in front of her and Kai, and remembered the helpless and frightened feeling she had. Her heart sank recalling the moment when she took the rifle magazine from the assassin to try to prevent him from carrying out his assignment. What happened next was something Zoey would never be able to forgive herself for. The heroic attempt to stop a murder only ended the life of her friend. She could still recall hearing the sound of the bullet entering Kai's chest, and watching as the emotionless assassin carried on with his duties.

	Zoey couldn't erase the thoughts and feelings she had as she held Kai in her arms, feeling his life slip away from her. It was almost as if she could still feel him pressed against her. It wasn't until that very moment that Zoey looked down at her chest to see her shirt was stained with Kai's blood. It was too much for her to bear any longer. Clutching the filthy raggedy blanket that had covered her overnight, Zoey poured out the sorrow from her heart and wept uncontrollably.

	The sun slowly greeted the new day as it rose on the horizon. Its rays touched Zoey's face as if they were the warm fingers of her beloved grandfather wiping away her tears. Zoey opened her eyes to bear witness to the glorious sunrise. She could almost hear her grandfather calling to her saying … "Rise my child, there is work to be done. Remember, you are a Volkova. You are my wolf."

	It was as if her grandfather were there picking her up from the cold concrete. Zoey sprung to her feet just when another commuter train passed overhead. She tucked Riegler's pistol inside her jeans near the small of her back. The smoldering coals of the Russian fire that burned within her were rekindled.

	Zoey knew what she needed to do. She wiped the last tears from her face as she looked around to get a better idea of her location. She needed to get to her storage unit. There, she would have access to a gift her grandfather had given her when she first came to the United States. She had never opened the suitcase and had no idea what it contained. All she knew was her grandfather called it her pobeg delo, which loosely translated to escape case.

	Zoey's journey to her storage unit covered four to five miles. She remained in the shadows and did not take a direct route to get there. Two miles into her trek she discovered what appeared to be a make-shift tent city assembled by the homeless.

	Occasionally, Zoey had heard people talk about the increase of these encampments sprouting up across the Richmond area. She found herself faced with harsh realities and the spread of poverty. The extreme cost of fighting the Jihad War had taken a toll on the nation's poor and lower middle class.

	Hungry and in need of a jacket and cap to help conceal her identity, Zoey cautiously entered the tent city. She could feel the piercing stares from the homeless occupants.

	"Who the hell is that?" shouted one man.

	A woman holding half a bottle of vodka cried out, "There's that bitch that took my husband from me!" It was evident the woman had already been drinking heavily that morning.

	Only a few of the other tent city residents delivered verbal barbs, some of which were extremely vulgar. Most gazed at Zoey with looks of hope, that perhaps, she was a relative come to rescue them from the misfortune that had befallen them. Zoey's heart felt heavy as she slowly walked among so many young families with children. She knew she couldn't help them all, but perhaps a few.

	Observing a small family sitting in front of their tent heating a kettle of water for coffee, and another to make some instant oatmeal, Zoey noticed their teenaged daughter, who appeared to be about her size. She approached them slowly, all the while trying to keep her arms crossed close to her chest in an attempt to conceal her blood-stained shirt. The father suspiciously watched every step and was ready to react if Zoey made any sudden moves for their breakfast. Zoey stopped well short of reaching them and squatted down, assuming a nonthreatening position.

	"Hello, my name is Zoey."

	The small family of three remained silent and continued to watch Zoey very closely. Finally, the father acknowledged her with a nod of his head that triggered a verbal greeting from his daughter.

	"Hi, my name is Samantha, but you can call me Sam," said the teenager, with a bright warm smile.

	Zoey liked Sam right away.

	"Hi Sam," Zoey replied, returning the warm smile.

	"I'm sorry to bother you during your breakfast, but I'm very hungry. I can give you some money if you could spare something for me to eat."

	Sam immediately turned to her father and said, "Daddy, she can have the danish you gave me last night."

	"That would be fine," Zoey said. "I'll give you $20 for it."

	The amount she offered may have been excessive, but it didn't matter to Zoey. She was hungry and she had $2,500 of the deceased assassin's money.

	Some of the residents of the neighboring tents heard Zoey's offer, which made them stop what they were doing and look her way. Realizing they had suddenly acquired an inquisitive audience, the father turned to the unwanted eavesdroppers.

	"Y'all just never mind. Any one of you bother this little girl will have to answer to me."

	Then he stood and went into his tent. Zoey could see that he was not one to dish out idle threats. He was tall and muscular with very large hands.

	A laborer's hands, she thought. At that moment she believed she did not have to worry about her safety.

	The man returned with a danish and handed it to Zoey, then turned to go back to his seat.

	"Wait!" exclaimed Zoey as she stood and reached into her pocket for the money.

	Zoey had completely forgotten about her blood-stained shirt, then quickly realized she just revealed it to them.

	"Are you all right, child?" asked the mother.

	Looking down the front of her shirt, Zoey explained, "I'm fine, this isn't my blood."

	All three family members remained quiet, waiting for a detailed explanation.

	Modestly, Zoey continued. "There was this guy that wouldn't leave me alone and he started getting real nasty with me so I had to break his nose. Unfortunately, he fell forward, unconscious, right against me."

	The mother and father had a serious look of concern on their faces, but Sam was all smiles.

	"Here is the money for the danish," Zoey said. While handing it to the father, she pulled out another twenty dollars and pointing to a hooded sweatshirt lying on one of the cots near the entrance to their tent, she told him, "I'll give you twenty dollars for that."

	Without hesitation Sam sprang to her feet, grabbed the sweatshirt, and handed it to Zoey, taking the twenty in exchange.

	"Would you care for a cup of coffee with your danish?" asked the father.

	"Yes, thank you, that would be great."

	"It's instant," added the father.

	"That's fine, sir, thank you very much," Zoey said as she took the steaming cup of Joe from him.

	Sam rose from her seat and asked Zoey, "Would you like to have my chair?"

	"No Sam, that's quite alright, I'm fine."

	Sam left her chair where it was, walked over to Zoey and sat next to her. Inquisitive as young girls can be, Sam began to ask Zoey a few questions.

	"Where do you live? Do you have a house?"

	"I live here in Richmond, and yes, I have a house," Zoey replied. She paused, then said, "I did have a house. I'm not sure right now."

	Sam had a confused look on her face.

	"You don't know if you still have a house? Why not?"

	Sam's parents remained silent. They too wanted to know. Zoey couldn't tell them the truth as to what was happening, so she searched for a believable story.

	"I fell behind on my payments, and the bank was going to take my house away."

	"You're not on drugs are you girl?" questioned the father, attempting to demonstrate his fatherly disapproval if she were.

	"No sir, I'm not on drugs."

	Zoey's answer pleased Sam. She didn't want the fondness she had quickly developed for Zoey to slip away in a moments time.

	"Well, I'm glad to hear you're not pissing your money away on drugs," stated the father. "So, what are you spending your money on," he asked.

	Zoey thought the line of questioning was beginning to get a little personal. She didn't want to be rude, but decided it was time to go. She placed the last piece of danish in her mouth and took one more sip of her coffee, then stood up and brushed the seat of her jeans off.

	"What do you spend your money on?" repeated the father.

	"Twenty dollar danish."

	The father grinned as he nodded his head. Sam stood, smiling once again at Zoey.

	"You take care now, Sam," Zoey said as she reached in her pocket once again and pulled out a one-hundred-dollar bill. "Here Sam, this is for you."

	Sam was speechless. She didn't need to say anything. Her bright eyes and warm smile said it all. Zoey knew she had to leave at that very moment or else she would begin to cry. As she slipped the hooded sweatshirt on, Zoey looked at the mother and father one more time and said, "Thank you very much."

	She placed one hand on Sam's cheek and softly said, "Goodbye Sam."

	Within taking just a few steps, Zoey refocused on getting to her storage unit. The hooded sweatshirt provided the appropriate disguise, that enabled her to hail a cab to get her there in a matter of minutes.

	There was very little activity in and around the storage facility. Zoey looked about as she approached her unit. No one should be looking for her there, because she had rented the unit under a different name long ago. Her grandfather instructed her to do that so no one could trace the unit back to her in the event they found the escape case. She quickly entered the combination to the unit on the keypad and opened the door.

	Once inside, the lights turned on automatically and she closed the door behind her. There really wasn't much stored in the unit. Zoey was never a pack-rat. Without hesitation she walked to the center of the unit and knelt down next to a steel grate. The grating covered a large drain built in the event of flooding to the unit. Zoey laced her fingers in the gaps of the grating, lifted and pulled it to one side, exposing a large square cavern. She walked to the edge, sat down, then eased herself into the drainage opening. Tied onto the vertical drain pipe was a large horizontal drain pipe running from the unit next to hers. It was there that the escape case was stored, double-wrapped in plastic. With finesse and determination, Zoey managed to extract the heavy suitcase from its secret hiding place.

	Like a child opening presents on Christmas morning, Zoey ripped the protective plastic from the suitcase, exposing a digital keypad. Years prior when she brought the case to the storage unit, Zoey's grandfather passed along the combination to her. So that she didn't have to commit it to memory, or keep it written on a secret piece of paper, Zoey wrote the numbers on the wall of the unit in a cryptic manner. Only she knew the correct sequence to enter the numbers.

	Zoey paused before entering the first digit. She remembered the day when her grandfather brought the case to the storage unit. He was the one that had hidden it in the drain pipe for her. He asked her to swear that she would never tell anyone about it. He told her what it was for and when to use it, but he never told her what was in it. It was her "Pobeg delo." The unknown contents were what made Zoey a little nervous. There was no telling what she would find. As a highly decorated agent of Russia's Federal Security Service, her grandfather had access to an array of surveillance and counter intelligence equipment.

	She entered the six-digit combination that released three locked latches. Taking a deep breath, Zoey slowly opened the case. Just as she expected, the case was neatly packed and organized. She began to take inventory of the case's contents:

	Cash cards for several countries from around the world. Zoey could only assume the account for the cards was adequately funded.

	Two new cell phones.

	Two Walther PPK handguns with two clips each

	A handheld I.D. machine with camera

	Four wigs (assorted styles and colors)

	Make-up

	Four changes of clothes and shoes

	A recording device

	An explosive devise with timer and detonator

	Two throwing knives

	Passports from several countries

	A sealed envelope containing a letter

	 

	Once she saw the envelope, Zoey opened it immediately and began to read the letter it contained.

	 

	"My dearest Zoey. My heart aches that you are reading this. It can only mean that my Malen'kiy volk is in trouble. You must be strong and focused on what it is you need to do. Do not fear the shadows. Make the unknown your ally. Remember all that I taught you. You have everything you need before you. Use the contents of the case wisely. Trust no one but yourself and you will survive."

	 

	Grandfather

	 

	Gazing upon the contents of the case, Zoey could picture her grandfather speaking those words to her. Just the tone in his voice would motivate her and summon the courage she would need to take on the President of the United States and his associate, Victoria Sterling.

	Zoey undressed and changed into some of the clothes from the case. She also chose the red short-haired wig to complete the outfit. Finding a midsized backpack among her things that had been stored away, Zoey stuffed all she could into it, including some of the weapons from the case and the copies of the recordings Kai made of current President Penny and Victoria Sterling while on the golf course at Sterling Heights before the election. As Zoey placed one of the cell phones her grandfather had left for her in the backpack and the other in her pocket, she suddenly remembered she needed to destroy hers. With the biker boots she was now wearing, Zoey removed the memory card, dropped it on the floor, and ground it into the concrete with the heel of her boot. Then she repeated the process on the rest of the phone and kicked the shattered pieces into the drainage hole.

	It was time now to make plans to leave Richmond. Taking one of the secured cell phones from her pocket, Zoey dialed the number of the one she knew she could trust with her life…Chandler. Zoey was hoping she would be able to catch Chandler at home. Being that it was still early in the morning, her concern quickly diminished. Chandler usually didn't get out of bed until noon.

	The call was answered.

	"What the hell time is it?" a grouchy, groggy, hoarse voice answered.

	It was obvious that Zoey had woken Chandler.

	"Hi Chandler, it's me, Zoey."

	It was suddenly quiet for a moment. The silence was broken by what could only be described as a snort coming from Chandler.

	She fell back to sleep, thought Zoey to herself.

	"Bitch, wake up!" shouted Zoey.

	Another snort came from Chandler through the air waves into Zoey's ear. Only this time, it was ferocious enough to wake Chandler herself. Realizing she had the phone in her hand, she assumed she had been talking to someone.

	"Hello?" said Chandler.

	"Chandler, it's Zoey!"

	"Zoey?"

	Zoey knew if Chandler remained laying down while she spoke, chances were that Chandler would fall back to sleep.

	"Chandler, sit up for me and talk to me, okay?" pleaded Zoey.

	Without hesitation, Chandler sat up.

	"I'm up, I'm up," assured Chandler.

	Zoey continued: "I'm coming by later today. I need a place to stay for a while."

	The fog had cleared from Chandlers brain for her to finally realize who she was speaking with.

	"Zoey! Jesus Christ, girl, you're all over the news!"

	"Yes, I know."

	Chandler started to slip into panic mode.

	"Shit baby, what did you do? Please tell me you didn't kill McDowell. Please, please tell me."

	"Chandler, I didn't kill anyone. They killed Kai, Chandler!"

	Her voice began to break but she managed to keep it together.

	"Who are they?" asked Chandler.

	"I don't have time to tell you right now. We will talk when I get there, okay?"

	"Sure, sure," agreed Chandler.

	"Thank you, love, I'll see you later."

	Zoey ended the call then connected to the train station to book an afternoon train to New York.

	As she looked around one last time, Zoey closed the case, securely locking it and stashing it behind a few boxes. Then she dragged the steel grating back into place over the drainage hole. It was time to go.

	 


Chapter 2

	It had been several months since the last time Pepper Flores viewed the Neptune's Chalice file. From where it had been sewn inside the lining of a jacket, Pepper retrieved the pin drive used to copy the project file from the computer her father confiscated from the truck of the project director, Thomas Franz. She always believed her family's murder had been connected to the computer and its contents. She wanted to look at it again. Perhaps this time she would discover something new that she may have overlooked before.

	An evening news telecast had just begun. Pepper often had the television on for the news. Not to watch it, but to listen to. If she heard anything that piqued her interest, she would stop what she was doing and watch the report. Within minutes of the start of the telecast, Pepper's interest was drawn to the television when she heard the anchor comment on the assassination of McDowell and the interview he had with the sole financier of McDowell's campaign, Victoria Sterling. The name was familiar, and Pepper couldn't quite put her finger on where she had heard or read about her.

	The interview began with a camera shot of the front gate to Sterling Heights Country Club, then quickly switched to the office of Victoria. As she sat in an antique high-backed wing chair, she exuded wealth and power by her calm demeanor. Pepper's eyes widened. As she gazed upon the face of Victoria Sterling, a connection was made. She believed the first time she had seen this woman was in a picture file that was on her father's computer.

	In order to put herself in a "research" frame of mind, Pepper opened a bottle of red wine and streamed an easy-listening music station on her stereo. The introduction portion of the file was boring and contained nothing of interest to her. However, that changed quickly. A map of the Middle East and its surrounding seas was featured, displaying the levels of radiation contaminating the bodies of water in the region, caused mostly by the use of nuclear weapons in the Jihad War.

	What Pepper had just learned was something that was neither acknowledged nor confirmed by world leaders. It was never mentioned in the media and was never part of any Presidential candidates' platform in the latest election.

	A sickening feeling came over Pepper the longer she watched the presentation about the project. It became clear to her what exactly Neptune's Chalice was. At that moment, she realized what she had in front of her was something dark. Something kept from the peoples of the world. Something that could be used to cease power.

	Power over whom? she asked herself. Needing more answers, Pepper traveled further down the rabbit hole.

	Her studies in graphic arts did not aid her when she opened the file containing complex formulas and engineering schematics. The data was beyond her understanding, until she recognized the element symbol for water…H2O. Like assembling a puzzle, some of the pieces began to make sense as they fell into place. The amount of data soon became too overwhelming. Pepper closed the file and opened another, only to find more engineering blueprints. She quickly scrolled through the file closing it in a matter of seconds.

	Becoming impatient and a little bored, Pepper skipped past a few files. Her eye caught one titled "Team" and opened it. The file contained several still photos of what appeared to be the members of the Neptune's Chalice science, engineering and construction team. Pepper smiled at the occasional silly-faced photos taken of those brave enough to record their antics for prosperity sake. Many photos had a central figure in each of them. Pepper could only assume from his appearance and the demeanor of those around him in the photos, it was Thomas Franz, Director and Lead Scientist of the project. In Peppers opinion, Franz didn't look like the "Mad Scientist" type bent on world domination. He looked to be rather humble, perhaps frail.

	They all looked like they were enjoying what they were doing. A shame that all of them are dead, she thought.

	The next folder contained video footage of what Pepper assumed was Neptune's Chalice. At first glance, the device looked like a large radio telescope similar to those used by SETI. The video clips were subtitled as TEST 1, TEST 2 and so on. Pepper was thoroughly amazed with what she was seeing. The final clip of the test runs apparently were the most successful. The display of joy and celebration by those in the video clip could only mean one thing…success. What Pepper saw was astounding. Tens of thousands of gallons of what appeared to be contaminated and polluted water were instantly purified once it made contact with what was deemed the "Chalice". Those present would cup their hands to catch the water pouring from the "Chalice" and drink it.

	Clever name, thought Pepper. Neptune, for the Greek god of the sea, and his Chalice, the cup-shaped device from which the waters of life flowed.

	Pepper sat back in her chair and finished another glass of wine, overwhelmed with what she had just seen. She grabbed the bottle to pour herself another only to discover that it was empty. Pepper propelled her way to the kitchen to retrieve another bottle. As she passed through the living room Pepper stopped to issue a verbal command to turn off the television, when another news bulletin concerning the hunt for Zoey Volkova flashed upon the screen. Pepper became curious as to what the bulletin was about and commanded the television to increase the volume.

	Did they catch her? she wondered.

	As the announcement concluded it was clear that they had not: "It is believed assassination suspect Zoey Volkova may have left the Richmond area. We ask that all residents remain vigilant and report anyone appearing to look like this woman." 

	A still photo, taken from a security camera in the Sterling Heights community, was displayed on the screen.

	Pepper looked long and hard at the photo committing it to memory, then continued to the kitchen to retrieve another bottle of wine. On her return, as she passed the television, she commanded it to turn off.

	Returning to her desk, Pepper poured herself another glass of wine. Taking a couple of sips as she scrolled through the files, she came upon the file titled, Project Summary. She opened it and saw that it was a video recording of Thomas Franz, who appeared to be sitting in his office. Pepper made sure the volume was up so she wouldn't miss a single word.

	"My name is Dr. Thomas Franz, administrator and lead scientist of the Neptune's Chalice project.

	This is my recorded summary on the status of Neptune's Chalice. Recent tests, which were many, have proven to be an overwhelming success. Bringing me to officially announce the completion of the project. I have informed the project financier of the results. She is expected to be here in a few days to commemorate our success.

	I am grateful to have had the opportunity to work with one of the worlds brightest and most creative teams.

	In closing, all of us here are eagerly awaiting the day Neptune's Chalice is put into operation around the world. It will bring the waters of life to those who struggle with very little. All of us here are proud to have been able to give this to the world. Thank you."

	The video ended. Pepper thought a moment, then realized the video was made several years ago.

	Why haven't we heard anything about this? she thought.

	Pepper minimized the file and accessed the Internet searching for anything concerning the Neptune's Chalice project. She found nothing. Closing the search, Pepper brought the file back up to continue browsing. A sub-folder had been attached to a file containing patent documents. Not expecting to find anything of interest, Pepper opened it only to find more still photos.

	Strange place to keep more photos, she thought. These, however, didn't appear to be those of the project team. Those in the photos were well-dressed men. Pepper noticed right away, there was only one woman in the photos. The rest were men, who appeared to be her security personnel. Another observation of Pepper's was that every photo appeared as if it were taken without the subject's knowledge.

	"Now who is Miss Thing here?" Pepper questioned aloud as she continued to peer at the tall mysterious woman wearing sunglasses. Using a feature on her computer, Pepper framed the face of the woman and launched a query into finding out her identity. The query was taking a long time to complete. Pepper assumed it was the grainy resolution causing the delay. She applied a resolution enhancer to the photo and tried again. Within a few seconds, the computer began to list names … everyone from Tippi Hedren to Lady GaGa. The list seemed endless. As she scrolled quickly through the list, she concluded the sample wasn't good enough to make a positive identification. Just as she was about to end her search one of the last names on the list caught her eye … Victoria Sterling.

	"No shit!" she exclaimed. Pepper entered the name Victoria Sterling into her search engine. The screen filled with images of Ms. Sterling. Some were of her wearing sunglasses.

	"I'll be damned," Pepper said in disbelief. "It's her!"

	Pepper sat back and began trying to make some connections with the information she had just uncovered. She knew she was onto something, but what?

	The two bottles of wine were starting to take its toll on Pepper's ability to keep focused. Pepper's eyelids began to feel heavy. She wanted to do nothing more than go to bed. What she discovered through her investigation of the file was exciting. She became eager to share what she had learned with Miguel. Unfortunately, he wouldn't be home for several more hours and Pepper knew she would be unable to stay awake long enough to see him. She ejected the pin drive and closed her computer for the evening.

	After a few hours had passed Pepper reached a state of REM Sleep.

	Diligently studying for an upcoming exam, Pepper's concentration was broken by the ringing of the doorbell.

	"Miguel! Can you get that?" The doorbell rang a second time.

	"Miguel?" There was no response. The doorbell rang yet again.

	"Goddamn it!" mumbled Pepper as she angrily made her way to the front door. The front door video monitor was not working. She pressed a few buttons in an attempt to pull up an image on the monitor. She was unsuccessful, and the doorbell rang once more.

	"Alright! Alright! I hear you!" she shouted. Pepper unlocked the door and opened it quickly in disgust.

	Standing there were two tall dark men in long overcoats and wearing Fedoras. Pepper didn't question the men's attire, even though they were dressed in clothes commonly worn by gangsters in the 1920's. For some strange reason, their form of dress did not seem to be out of place. One man spoke as he removed an identification badge from his coat pocket,

	"Miss Flores?" he asked.

	Pepper stood silently in the doorway and nodded.

	"Miss Flores, I am agent Barnes and this is agent Standish. We are here to ask you some questions concerning the whereabouts of Zoey Volkova."

	The agents stood patiently waiting for Peppers response.

	Pepper's mind was racing. She didn't know where Zoey Volkova was. She didn't know her! She had never met her! Why are you asking me this question? She wondered.

	"Miss Flores, do you know Zoey Volkova?" asked the agent.

	Pepper began to feel afraid. The men seemed to be growing impatient. Pepper tried to speak but no words came out of her mouth.

	"Miss Flores, if you are not willing to cooperate, we will have to take you with us." The agent insisted.

	Pepper began to panic. She pleaded with the agents to listen to what she was telling them, but she wasn't saying anything, she could only think of what to say but couldn't speak. The two agents uncovered Thompson machine guns from underneath their coats and pointed them at Pepper.

	"You're coming with us Miss Flores, one of the agent's said."

	Pepper stood frozen, unable to move or speak.

	The agent's patience had run out.

	"Have it your way," one of the agents said, then they both raised their machine guns taking aim at Pepper.

	"No!" screamed Pepper as she sat up in bed.

	Within seconds she realized it had been a bad dream.

	"No more gangster movies for a while Flores," she swore to herself.

	Pepper took a drink of water from the thermal bottle on her nightstand and laid back on her side. She closed her eyes in hopes of falling back to sleep. Tossing from side to side and trying not to look at the clock, Pepper could not get comfortable. The adrenaline produced from the nightmare made it impossible for her to sleep. She stared at the ceiling thinking about everything that had been happening recently, especially her family's murder and the assassination of the newly elected President. Her resistance to looking at the clock weakened,

	"All right, what time is it?" she asked herself. "Jesus, it's only 4:15 a.m."

	Pepper threw the covers back and bounded out of bed and grabbed her robe as she left her room and tip-toed past the closed door of Miguel's room. Seeing that he was home calmed her, especially after the dream she just had.

	Pepper wanted something warm to drink. Coffee or tea were out of the question. There was always the slightest chance she may be able to return to bed in a little while and get a couple more hours of sleep. She rummaged around the pantry for a few minutes before deciding on a cup of hot chocolate.

	Compelled to uncover more information in the Neptune Chalice file, Pepper opened her laptop and began to access the pin drive. Then she quickly changed her mind and decided to see what was the latest news on the search for Zoey Volkova. The most recent reports were nothing but analysts' speculation as to why McDowell was assassinated and who could have done it. The web site that Pepper had logged on to displayed a photo gallery of the political life of Bryce McDowell. Pepper scrolled through them, trying to imagine if this poor man knew he was in danger, or how his family was handling their loss. She for one knew exactly how they felt. She felt helpless not to be able to console the family and give them her support.

	Many of the photos were focused on McDowell's activities as he ran for the presidential office. Pepper recognized a photo of him speaking at his final rally in Richmond. It was the only speech of his she had listened to as she watched the telecast that evening. Pepper viewed a photo of McDowell surrounded by supporters at the same event. She noticed even those not near him but in the background, had a look of admiration on their faces. One person in particular stood out. A gorgeous little blond wearing a short black dress with a plunging neckline. Pepper's first impression was that such an occasion would have been a virtual gold mine for the escorts. She actually liked the dress this woman was wearing. So, she zoomed in on the attractive subject. Pepper was mesmerized by the woman. Not because she found her sexually attractive, but because she felt like she had seen this woman before.

	"Oh, you've got to be shitting me," exclaimed Pepper. She pulled the image from the photo, and moved it into one of her graphic design programs. Recalling the photo of Zoey Volkova that she had committed to memory, Pepper changed the blond hair of the woman and replaced it with short black hair. Pepper smiled as she gazed upon an unmistakable likeness of Zoey Volkova.

	"Hello Zoey," she said to herself. Now more than ever, Pepper believed she had found a few missing pieces of the assassination puzzle that needed to be brought to the forefront. She was determined more than ever to find out if her family's murder was somehow connected to all of this.

	Once again, she entertained thoughts of taking what she had to the FBI, but quickly convinced herself that

	
cover.jpeg





images/logo.jpeg
\\’WORDWOOZE

PUBLISHING





