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Chapter 1 – A New History Begins
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History leaves marks—some loud, some whispered, all permanent.

The Watergate hearings carved one of those marks, peeling back the illusion that leaders were untouchable. In living rooms across the country, families watched power crumble under the weight of its own secrets, and something fundamental shifted. Trust became a rarer commodity from that day on.

Years before, another moment had already burned itself into collective memory: the silent, jarring frames of the Zapruder film. A sunny Texas street. A passing motorcade. A sudden rupture that changed the course of national identity in less than a heartbeat. People argued about what they saw, or what they thought they saw, but the uncertainty lingered longer than the facts.

Other mysteries followed. Roswell, with its wreckage and contradictions. Some swore it was nothing more than debris and rumor; others insisted it was proof of something the world wasn’t ready to face. The truth—whatever it was—never mattered as much as the fascination that grew around the unanswered questions.

Not every event was cloaked in shadows. Some unfolded under blinding spotlights. The O.J. trial split households and rewrote how America discussed justice, celebrity, and media. It was no longer enough for events to happen—everyone needed to interpret them, debate them, reshape them into something personal.

Then came the tragedies that needed no interpretation.

The Gulf War, with its desert fires and televised front lines.

The collapse of the Twin Towers, shaking not just a skyline but an entire nation’s understanding of safety and vulnerability.

Each moment etched itself into the world’s consciousness. Headlines became fingerprints on history’s throat. Rumors became arguments that lasted generations. Fear, wonder, skepticism—they all took root, reshaping cultures and policies, redefining what people believed was possible behind closed doors.

That’s how history works.

One event at a time.

One shock or revelation that rewrites the rules of the world.

And as the past has always shown, today’s headlines eventually become tomorrow’s lessons—examined, debated, distorted, remembered. Which means the next event—the one just beginning to stir—may be whispered about for decades to come, long after the people who lived it are gone.

This new chapter in history began in a dusty briefing room buried inside a long-abandoned bunker, its location known by many but regarded by few. It was an unsung museum of sorts, revered by no one, containing remnants of the past that no one knew they wanted to learn from.

The room had the stillness of a held breath. Faded paint clung to the concrete walls, and the air smelled faintly of old smoke and paper left too long in the dark. Yellowed light fixtures hummed overhead, casting a tired glow that never quite reached the corners. Shadows pooled there, thick and patient.

A long wooden table anchored the center of the chamber, heavy and scarred, its surface etched with the marks of decades-old meetings—rings from forgotten coffee cups, scratches from hastily-dragged briefcases, burns from cigarettes stubbed out mid-argument. The chairs around it were relics too: stiff-backed, worn at the edges, the leather cracked but still holding the imprint of power long since shifted elsewhere.

Behind the table, six flags hung in a quiet row: the United States, Russia, China, Britain, France, and Germany. Their colors had dulled over time, but beneath the muted fabric lingered histories of wars, alliances, and rivalries that had shaped the modern world. The people seated beneath them carried those same histories in their faces—lined brows, set jaws, eyes that had forgotten what it meant to be surprised.

They were not tourists, and this was no tour. This was business.

At the head of the table stood Marcus Trenton, Deputy Undersecretary of the Department of Strategic Technologies. He belonged in the room in a way that seemed almost intentional, as if it had been preserved all these years just to frame this moment and this man. His suit was crisp, tie perfectly knotted, shoes polished to a dull shine that matched the restrained severity of his expression. He held himself with the easy authority of someone long accustomed to steering conversations that could alter the course of nations.

“At oh-nine-hundred hours,” Trenton said, voice steady and measured, “you’ll each receive instructions on how to bid.”

The words settled Into the stale air, quiet but heavy. No one spoke at first. The only sound was the soft electrical hum in the ceiling and the faint creak of aging wood as someone shifted in their seat.

Then a chair scraped back with deliberate slowness.

Dmitri Volkov, the Russian representative, leaned away from the table, his posture relaxed in a way that felt performative. A faint smirk touched his mouth, as though he had been waiting for an opening.

“Always the salesman, America,” Volkov said, his tone dry and amused. “Your country can’t hold onto secrets without turning them into products.”

A few heads turned. The French official let one shoulder rise and fall in an elegant, dismissive shrug, lips curling into a cutting smile.

“Better than invading every neighbor with tanks and excuses,” he replied.

Volkov’s smirk faded, his eyes narrowing, the room tightening around the unspoken threat between them.

Before he could respond, the Chinese delegate released a soft, disdainful chuckle that cut through the tension.

“All of you squabble like children,” the Chinese official said. “History has shown who builds and who destroys. We’re here to build.”

The German representative spoke next, his tone dry enough to strip paint. “Yes,” he said, “factories are easy to build when you borrow blueprints from everyone else.”

A low ripple of laughter moved through the room, quick and restrained, the kind people let slip when they know better than to enjoy the moment. It faded almost as soon as it began.

Trenton tapped his knuckles against the table—once, twice—firm enough to reassert control without raising his voice.

“Gentlemen,” he said, tone clipped. “This isn’t about history. It’s about the future. And the future—”

“The future,” the British representative cut in, voice slicing straight through Trenton’s, “belongs to whoever keeps their hands clean. Something you Yanks seem incapable of.”

The words hung like smoke, drifting into the tension.

Trenton’s smile tightened, losing all warmth. “Spare me. Britain’s been picking pockets since the crown had teeth.”

Volkov leaned forward, irritation flashing in his eyes. “And yet here we all sit,” he snapped. “Hoping for the same prize. Hypocrisy is the only language you all speak.”

That small, unstable spark ignited the room.

Voices rose at once—sharp accents, clashing tones, political poison disguised as diplomacy. Chairs scraped across the floor as officials leaned in, pointing fingers, jabbing accusations at old rivals and new threats alike. Tempers flared quickly, too quickly, as if every person in the chamber had been waiting for permission to let their resentment off its leash.

The air grew thick, almost humid with hostility.

Not a discussion.

Not a negotiation.

More like wolves circling the same carcass—each one desperate to feed first, each one pretending not to bare their teeth.

The dusty briefing room, forgotten by time, suddenly felt alive again... and hungry for whatever came next.

The argument reached a breaking point before anyone could decide who had the sharpest tongue. The Chinese official brought his palm down hard against the table, the sound cracking through the room like a gunshot. The bickering stopped instantly.

His stare traveled the length of the table. “How do we know,” he said slowly, “that we won’t be caught with our hands in the proverbial cookie jar?”

For a moment, no one moved. The question hung in the stale air, heavy with implications none of them dared speak aloud.

Trenton adjusted his tie with practiced calm, the gesture smooth enough to feel rehearsed. His voice regained that measured confidence, the one that could make a lie sound like protocol.

“No one knows what’s going on in this room,” he said, “except those of us in this room.”

Silence settled, taut and uneasy.

But then the British representative shifted, his expression twisting with something between embarrassment and alarm. His voice dropped to a cautious whisper.

“...Sir, that’s not entirely true.”

The tension snapped.

—-
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At this exact moment, in a well-maintained apartment in Boston, Jay Simon shot upright in bed as if pulled by an invisible wire. Sweat clung to his skin, breath sharp and unsteady. His eyes were wide, locked on something only he could perceive—something happening in real time, miles away, behind sealed doors.

Beside him, Claire stirred, her voice soft with sleep and concern. “Is everything okay, baby?”

Jay ran a hand across his face, staring into the dark. His chest tightened. His pulse hammered. Whatever had just unfolded wasn’t small, wasn’t local, wasn’t something he could ignore and hope would pass.

“...No,” he said, his voice low, grim, unmistakably shaken. “No the hell it’s not.”
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Chapter 2 – Twenty-Three Minutes
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Morning sunlight poured through the tall windows of Jay and Claire’s apartment, bright enough to turn the skyline into a shimmer of glass and steel. The place was sleek, modern—comfortable without being extravagant. It wasn’t the penthouse Jay had lived in during the Cotter era, where every inch screamed influence and danger beneath polished surfaces. This was different. Quieter. Chosen.

Their breakfast sat cooling on the table, plates half-finished, steam rising gently from their coffee. They were both dressed for the day ahead. Claire slid her heels on under the table with practiced ease, while Jay’s jacket hung over the back of his chair, waiting for him to actually put it on.

But Jay wasn’t moving.

He leaned back, shoulders tight, gaze unfocused as it rested somewhere past the window. He wasn’t seeing the skyline. He was seeing diplomats arguing in a smoke-stained bunker miles away—words he hadn’t been meant to hear, tension he couldn’t ignore, danger that didn’t even have a name yet.

“Yes...” he said, continuing the start of a conversation that had begun minutes before, each syllable weighed down. “And all these high-ranking officials, from all over the world, are gonna be bidding on this.”

Claire stopped mid-bite, lowering her fork as she studied him. Concern softened her features, but there was steadiness there too. She’d learned the language of his silences, the warning signs in the way he drifted off when something bigger than both of them crowded his thoughts.

“You know,” she said slowly, “you have some pull now. People listen to you. If you wanted to blow the whistle—”

Jay shook his head before she even reached the end of the sentence. Not abruptly. Not angrily. Just firmly, like the idea had already been tested and dismissed.

“Claire,” he said, voice low and edged with the memory of everything he’d survived, “I found out what business heads are capable of. Government officials? They’ll be worse. Greed’s one thing. Power’s another.”

She leaned closer, her determination replacing hesitation.

“Then what?” she asked. “You just sit on it?”

Jay didn’t answer. The question settled heavily between them—the kind that didn’t need an immediate response to be felt.

Jay finally met her eyes, calm but impossible to read. There was no panic in him, no urgency—just a quiet certainty that didn’t provide the comfort she wanted.

“I’ll let it play out,” he said. “I’ll know better what to do when it does.”

Silence settled between them. The city droned softly through the windows—car horns, distant voices, the low thrum of morning routines beginning. Life outside moved with no awareness of the weight pressing down on him.

Claire let out a slow breath. The frustration was clear, but so was the trust. She reached across the table and took his hand, her thumb brushing his knuckles.

“...Just promise me you won’t wait until it’s too late.”

Jay didn’t answer right away. He only tightened his grip, eyes drifting back to the skyline. Something in his posture told her he heard the plea—whether he could honor it was another matter entirely.

His gaze shifted, drawn to the painting on the wall. The morning light struck the glass, throwing a faint shimmer across the image. It was a portrait of two men standing shoulder to shoulder: Jay and Russell Wallace. Their expressions were serious, proud, united. Beneath them, bold lettering declared their partnership:

SIMON & WALLACE

Jay studied the painting, the reflection of sunlight rippling across the frame like the stir of something waking.

The world outside kept moving.

And the image waiting in that frame—steady, unchanging—began to pull him inward.

—-
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The image in the painting settled into motion, the stillness giving way to life.

Jay and Russell sat shoulder to shoulder at the long conference table, dressed exactly as they were in the portrait—same shirts, same ties, same restrained intensity in their expressions. The boardroom around them was bright and polished, all clean lines and quiet authority. Sunlight filtered through tall windows, catching the gloss of the table and the silver rims of coffee mugs.

A half-dozen associates sat along the sides, notepads open, pens ready. Their attention was locked on the man standing at the far end of the room—a nervous-looking businessman in his forties who clutched his notes like they were a flotation device in a storm.

Russell gave him a patient but firm nod. “Okay,” he said. “So what do you got for us?”

The man cleared his throat, straightened his tie, and tried to steady himself.

“Right. Uh... first, I want to apologize, Mr. Simon. For how Mr. Cotter... behaved toward you. That’s not how Expresso Real Estate wants to be known.”

Jay offered a polite nod—brief, courteous, intentionally noncommittal. He had no interest in reliving old trauma or granting emotional absolution to a corporation trying to clean up the mess of its late, unhinged CEO.

The businessman pressed on. “As you may know, I’ve recently stepped into the CEO role. Since Mr. Cotter’s... untimely passing, we’ve—uh—we’ve seen solid gains. Strong margins in Q2, rising market share projections—”

He stumbled through his talking points, numbers bleeding into jargon, jargon tangling itself into half-formed sentences. Papers shifted in his hands as he tried to keep his place, sweat beginning to gather at his temples.

Russell leaned slightly toward Jay, voice low enough for only him to hear. “Jesus. Now I see why he wants the merger.”

Jay didn’t smile, but the corner of his mouth twitched in reluctant agreement.

Russell sat back up and fixed the businessman with a stare sharp enough to slice the scattered presentation into pieces.

“Hurry it up,” he said, his tone firm but not unkind. “What’s your point?”

The businessman’s shoulders sagged, the polished façade of “CEO” slipping away like it had only been loosely pinned on to begin with. His voice dropped, stripped of rehearsed confidence.

“Truth is...” he said quietly, “I have no idea what I’m doing. Nobody did it better than Cotter.”

Russell didn’t flinch. “I can,” he said. “I always can.”

The man nodded as if that alone justified his entire visit. “Exactly. That’s why I’m here. I can’t fill those shoes. I don’t know how to run a Fortune 500 company. Please—” his voice cracked slightly, humility bleeding through the panic—“I’ll sell well below value. Name your price.”

Jay winced at the phrasing. Name your price.

It echoed with the same desperation he’d once heard from Garrison Price—the kind that clung to a man right before he stepped off the moral edge.

Russell waved a hand, the gesture rough but not without its own odd brand of reassurance. “Relax,” he said. “Take a Prozac. Don’t worry. We’ll make sure you’re in good hands.”

He leaned back, folding his hands on the table with the easy confidence of someone who’d been steering corporations long before half the people in the room had graduated college.

“We’ll acquire the company,” he continued. “Put an established head in place. You can stay on as an associate, or you can walk. Your choice.”

Some color returned to the businessman’s face. Relief fought with embarrassment in his eyes.

Russell pulled a sheet of paper from the folder beside him—a simple document with a single number written cleanly across the top. He slid it across the table.

“One-point-three billion,” he said. “We’ll draw up a contract. It’ll include some clauses you’ll want to read—but it’s all in the best interest of keeping Expresso alive. We’ll be in touch.”

The man stared at the number as though it were a lifeboat tossed into a violent sea. He swallowed hard, nodding, fingers trembling as he reached for the paper.

Simon & Wallace had just bought a company before breakfast.

And the day wasn’t even close to over.

The businessman rose from his chair so fast he nearly knocked it over. Excitement trembled through him—barely contained, jittery, almost Cotter-like in its intensity. His eyes shone with relief, gratitude, and the kind of sudden hope that made a man forget his own dignity.

Russell watched him with a dry, unimpressed stare.

“You’re dismissed,” he said flatly.

The man stammered out a handful of thank-yous—too many, too fast—and hurried out the door as if afraid the offer might evaporate before he reached the hallway.

Silence followed, settling over the boardroom like dust in the wake of a stampede.

Russell leaned back in his chair, turning toward Jay with an expectant lift of his brow. “Alright, kid. What’s the real condition of Expresso Real Estate?”

Jay didn’t need time to think; the information had already been organized in his mind long before the question was asked.

“Not great,” he said. “The high-rise Cotter was working on? Funding fell through. Demand for luxury condos dried up. Vacancy rates are climbing. They cut corners on construction, lawsuits are piling up. The books look decent now, but it won’t last.”

Russell smirked and shook his head, a low, humorless laugh rumbling out of him.

“Dammit,” he muttered. “So we didn’t low-ball him. We might’ve overpaid the son of a bitch.”

He didn’t sound angry—just annoyed, like a man who’d gotten a great deal only to realize it wasn’t nearly as good as he’d hoped.

—-
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Jay’s office reflected a different breed of authority than the old Cotter penthouse or Wallace’s wood-paneled hideaway. It was sleek, modern, almost minimalist. Floor-to-ceiling glass opened the entire space to the skyline, bathing everything in natural light. A few personal touches softened the sharp lines: a framed photo of him and Claire smiling on a rare weekend off, a small stack of books arranged neatly on a side table, and a scaled-down replica of the Simon & Wallace painting hanging on the wall behind his desk.

Jay sat at that desk now, scrolling through notifications on his smartwatch, his expression focused but tense. Across from him, Russell Wallace reclined comfortably in one of the guest chairs, one ankle resting on his knee. He held a black coffee in one hand, casual as ever—like a man who’d been through enough storms to stop checking the weather.

“Not a bad morning,” Russell said, taking a slow sip. “We scooped up LennoxTech a while ago... now Expresso Real Estate. Just like Lawrence wanted—everybody joining forces. Good ol’ Tony Larry, still pulling strings from the grave.”

Jay shifted in his seat, an uneasy movement that didn’t escape Wallace’s attention.

“What’s going on, kid?” Russell asked. “You seem a bit off your game today.”

Jay hesitated only long enough to gather his thoughts. “You ever hear anything through the grapevine about underground arms deals? Nations trading under the table?”

Russell let out a low chuckle, waving dismissively. “Kid, that’s every damn day.”

Jay didn’t join in. He leaned forward, forearms resting on the desk, voice tightening with urgency.

“This isn’t just small-time. Yesterday, I knew some foreign military leaders were meeting. Last night it was finalized. A bidding war is about to break out—for nuclear tech the world’s never even fathomed.”

The humor drained from Russell’s face. He set his coffee down, posture subtly shifting as the weight of the statement settled in.

“When?” he asked.

Jay glanced at his watch. “In twenty-three minutes.”

A beat of silence. Russell straightened his jacket, just enough to show that the news had rattled even him.

“Listen, kid,” he said, rising from his chair, “I gotta head back to Cincy for a couple weeks. Tie up some things there. You wanna grab lunch today at South Street? Help keep that mind occupied.”

Jay gave a faint shake of his head. “I already told Claire I’d meet her.”

Russell shot him a look—part disbelief, part amusement, part are you seriously choosing brunch plans right now?

“She can come too,” he said.

Jay finally nodded. “We’ll be there.”

Russell’s grin returned. He headed for the door, giving the office a parting glance.

“Excellent... well, I guess I’m dismissed then.”

He strode out as confidently as he’d entered, leaving Jay alone with the skyline, the silence, and the countdown he couldn’t ignore.
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Chapter 3 – Lunch On Doomsday
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The underground briefing room looked exactly as it had during the tense, smoke-stained confrontation mere hours earlier—unchanged, unwelcoming, and untouched by the world above. The heavy concrete walls absorbed every sound, giving the chamber the stillness of a forgotten tomb. The air clung to the faint scent of stale smoke trapped in the cracks of the old stone.

Six flags lined the table—United States, Russia, China, Britain, France, Germany—each one draped behind a laptop whose soft glow cast pale reflections across polished wood. The delegates sat stiffly, shoulders squared, eyes trained forward, the weight of centuries-old rivalries hanging thick in the room.

Marcus Trenton rose from his seat with the same composure he wore like armor. There was confidence in his posture, a smug assurance in the way he straightened his jacket before speaking.

“Gentlemen,” he began. “Welcome. This morning, one nation in this room will secure the single greatest advantage in military technology the world has ever seen.”

The words struck the room like a held breath suddenly pulled tight.

The Chinese official leaned forward, steeping his fingers, eyes narrowing. “And how do you plan to keep this classified,” he asked, “knowing Jay Simon is still out there? He could bury us all.”

A flicker of annoyance flashed across Trenton’s face before he masked it.

“Simon is not a concern,” Trenton replied. “Who would believe a sideshow know-it-all armed with feeble parlor tricks?”

The British representative cut in, voice cool and sharp enough to draw blood. “Plenty believe him. And he proves what he claims. We all saw what happened to Garrison Price.”

A faint smile tugged at the corner of Trenton’s mouth, dismissive and thin as paper. “Unless provoked, Jay Simon is harmless. And if he becomes a concern? Our people will handle it. Any further questions?”

Silence followed—not agreement, not confidence, but unease. The kind that carried between glances and clenched jaws.

Trenton tapped a key on his laptop. A nearby projection unit buzzed to life, throwing a cold wash of digital light across the wall.

“Here’s what you’re bidding on.”

The room leaned forward as the projection sharpened into focus.

Schematics flared onto the projection wall, the lines sharp and clinical. A title blinked across the blueprint in stark lettering:

PROJECT VULCAN – NCT-X9

Below it, streams of data scrolled in disciplined columns:

MOLECULAR DESTABILIZATION PAYLOAD

SUB-CRITICAL NEUTRON BURST ARRAY

The delegates leaned closer, their faces washed in pale blue light.

Trenton stepped aside, letting the image loom behind him like some terrible monument. His voice carried a smooth confidence, almost casual.

“This is prototype NCT-X9,” he said. “Codenamed Project VULCAN. A Molecular Destabilization Payload. It doesn’t rely on fission or fusion. It generates a neutron inversion field—collapses structural cohesion at the molecular level.”

He paused, letting the silence expand before simplifying the horror.

“In plain English: buildings, fortifications, even human tissue... dissolve. A single detonation neutralizes a city the size of Tokyo in under two minutes.”

A ripple of shock ran through the room. Gasps half-hidden behind hands. Whispered curses in different languages. Faces trying—and failing—to restrain the mix of awe and terror rising in their throats.

Trenton continued, tone unbothered.

“Civilian fatality estimates exceed ninety percent in populated zones. Electronics and military infrastructure—completely inoperable within one hundred and twenty seconds.”

He closed his laptop with a quiet, decisive snap.

“The bidding will be digital. Quiet. No finger-pointing. No unnecessary executions in this room. Twenty minutes. Highest bidder will be notified. When bidding closes, you’re free to enjoy our beautiful country.”

A smirk tugged at his mouth.

“Just don’t target it.”

Trenton pressed a button integrated into the table.

“Bidding starts... now.”

Instantly, every delegate lunged for their keyboards. Fingers flew with frantic precision. The glow from their screens illuminated eyes sharp with cold calculation, greed, and something darker—ambition untethered from morality.

The sound In the room became a frenzy of keystrokes, quiet but intense, like locust wings in a sealed chamber.

Trenton leaned back, arms folding across his chest, his expression settling into a smug, satisfied curve.

The numbers began to climb.

And his smile widened.

Twenty minutes later, the underground chamber buzzed with a restrained frenzy. The low clatter of keyboards filled the stale air, each delegate hunched over their laptop, bathed In the cold glow of their screens. Six nations, six agendas, six pairs of eyes hardened by ambition and fear.

Above them, the projected countdown ticked away with merciless finality.

4... 3... 2... 1... 0.

The screen flashed in bold, uncompromising letters:

BIDDING CLOSED

Marcus Trenton rose from his chair with deliberate calm, though the sharpness in his tone betrayed a desire to move things along quickly.

“Okay. Bidding is closed. You can go now. Winner will be notified shortly, and I expect payment in full within forty-eight hours.”

Chairs scraped back in unison. Delegates stood, some stiff with frustration, others hiding the subtle satisfaction of men who had pushed as hard as they dared. Not a single one spoke. Their silence was heavy, tense, and dangerously fragile.

One by one, they filed out—suits swishing, laptops snapped shut, footsteps echoing down the bunker’s corridor until the last of them disappeared.

The room, once humming with barely controlled international greed, became painfully still.

Only Trenton remained.

He lowered himself back into his chair and turned his laptop toward himself. The screen’s glow lit his face as he scrolled through the results, reading the final numbers, the flagged accounts, the winning bid.

A long moment passed.

Then something in him shifted.

The confidence he carried like a shield cracked at the edges. His jaw tightened, throat bobbing once as he swallowed the sudden weight of realization.

This—

All of this—

Had been a very bad idea.

And for the first time that morning, Marcus Trenton looked genuinely unsure of the ground beneath his feet.

—-
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South Street Diner buzzed with its usual midday chaos. Plates clattered against each other behind the counter, silverware chimed in hurried hands, and conversations overlapped until the whole place throbbed with a warm, restless energy. The scent of frying butter and fresh coffee hung thick in the air.

At a corner booth, Russell Wallace sat with the Boston Globe unfolded in front of him, the paper stretched wide enough to form a barricade between him and the rest of the world. A steaming mug of coffee rested at his elbow, untouched for just long enough to form a thin swirl of cooling foam on the surface.

It was the same image Jay had seen the first time they ever met him—Russell buried in a newspaper like a man who had already read every headline and was only checking to see if the world had caught up.

Jay and Claire slipped into the booth across from him without saying a word. Russell lowered the paper slowly, one eyebrow raised, a smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth.

“I was just reading,” he said, tapping the headline with one thick finger, “about how half a dozen national officials were spotted in Virginia. White Rock.”

He leaned forward, eyes narrowing with a mix of mischief and concern.

“Now tell me, kid... how did the bidding war end?”

Jay settled into his side of the booth, fingers curling around his mug. “Russia,” he said. “They were the highest bidder. And it worried Trenton.”

Russell let out a low whistle, the kind that carried more weight than words. “Holy
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