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[PROLOGUE] — MOGUL
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Mary Corbett arose from the body bag like a specter...

“As the Bible says, ‘Blessed are the peacemakers.’ And in that end, I hope my greatest legacy when it is all finished, will be known as a peacemaker and a unifier.” — Donald Trump

NEW JERSEY TURNPIKE — 9 February 2025

To passing motorists, it was just a SPECTRUM cable van. Inside, however, was a nest of covert eavesdropping gear, rifles and ammunition boxes, all stashed opposite each other for easy access and deadly effect.

“TADS successful,” the passenger said into the radio mic. “Confirmed elimination.” He glanced back at two silver body bags on the floor of the van. “Final disposition in progress. Over.” 

“Roger, Gadfly,” said the CIA Technical Operations Officer. “Out.”

“Do you think we’ll get medals for this?” asked the sniper behind the wheel, grinning, his teeth like pearls against coal-black skin. The scent of burnt gunpowder still clung to his SPECTRUM cable uniform that disguised his true objective as a government assassin. 

“Medals?” his lily-white partner asked, hanging up the radio mic.

“For taking down Madame X.”

The passenger shook his head. “Nah,” he said with confidence, “you don’t get medals for covert assassination. If they gave out medals, then it wouldn’t be covert.”

The sniper driving the van sighed. “Too bad. It would’ve been nice to retire from the FBI with a medal.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” the passenger said, looking uneasy.

“Me being forced to retire?”

“No, that I’m CIA and you’re FBI and we were both assigned to the same covert operation.”

“Makes sense to me. Madame X was an international fugitive. That’s your department, but Agent Corbett? She was strictly Secret Service, that’s my territory.” 

“I guess that makes sense.” The passenger smirked. “That means this operation was illegal. I got your target and you got my target.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” The driver shuddered. “They say that Madame X bitch was bad news. I mean, ‘secret lair in a fucking volcano’ bad news.”

“They say, they say. They also say Madame X is immortal. I mean, come on!”

“Was immortal,” the driver snickered. “We sure disproved that one, didn’t we?” After a long series of gleeful chortles, he suddenly turned pensive. “Ironic where we got ’em, though.”

“Princeton Cemetery? What’s ironic?”

“They got taken down in a cemetery. They were on a mourner’s bench. You know. Ironic.”

“Oh, I got confused. I thought you meant the ‘Princeton’ part.”

“How’s that ironic?” asked the driver.

“Like you said, one of the targets was Secret Service. Isn’t the Secret Service field office in Princeton, New Jersey?”

“The field office is in Trenton, New Jersey. How do you not know that?”

The passenger shrugged. “I don’t know the area. I’m out of Langley. All my assignments up to now were overseas. Are you sure it’s Trenton?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.” The driver shook his head. “Someone in Secret Service really messed up. I mean, she was Madame X’s daughter.”

“Mary Corbett? Pioneer’s personal bodyguard?”

“Yeah. Imagine somebody with connections to Madame X getting that close to Kamala Harris.”

“It makes you wonder how Agent Corbett passed a background check.” 

“Not hard to figure out,” the driver said with confidence. “Madame X had an agenda. She wanted Corbett close to who looked like a sure thing as President of the United States.”

“Why? To take Harris down? If she won, I mean.” The passenger shook his head. “I tried to access Corbett’s records. It was crazy. To have her career, Mary Corbett would have to be like a hundred years old.” 

The driver looked uneasy. “Hey, you don’t think…?”

“What? That Mary Corbett … was … immortal, too?” He glanced back at the body bags as they jostled on the floor. The bullet-riddled bodies within had bled like squashed bugs. Despite the body bags’ design to prevent leakage of bodily fluids, the air inside the van hung heavy with the copper smell of blood mixed with a whiff of bowel. He looked back at the driver. “I mean, it had to be a clerical error, right?”

The driver shook his head. “I would’a bet serious money that Harris was a shoo-in.” 

“Keep that to yourself. Talk like that, it’s not healthy. Especially for you. Considering…”

“Considering I’m black? A DEI hire?” He gripped the steering wheel. “This administration thinks Diversity, Equality, and Inclusion is a bad thing. Your codename is Gadfly. Y’know what my codename is? Minstrel!”

The passenger snickered. 

“Hey, fuck you, man!”

“I’m sorry, but you gotta remember, I live in Virginia. I see racism every day. When Obama was running for a second term, there were these billboards along I-95, bumper stickers, too, ‘Don’t re-nig in 2012.’ Renege spelled R-E-N-I-G.”

The black assassin looked like he was ready to punch something. “I-95 was always a racist highway.”

“How do you figure?”

“All the way down North Carolina, there are these South of the Border billboards with that grinning bucktoothed Mexican.”

“You mean Pedro? Oh, man, I love those billboards!”

“You would.”

Putting on a Mexican accent, the passenger said, “You never sausage a place. You’re always a wiener at Pedro’s!”

“Minstrel! It doesn’t even make sense! A minstrel is a white guy in blackface!”

The passenger shrugged. “Maybe it’s a left-handed compliment. Like when they say you’re well spoken.”

The driver glared at his partner, displaying his index finger and thumb millimeters away from each other. “I am this close to punching you in the nose!”

“Okay, okay. I didn’t mean to offend you. If you wanna get mad at anybody, get mad at Elon Musk. He’s the guy who’s retiring the … not white people.”

“Elon Musk, he calls DEI, DIE, because he’s afraid a black pilot is more likely to crash a fucking airplane! Hasn’t that South African asshole ever heard of the Tuskegee Airmen?”

“Oh, yeah. A squadron of black pilots in World War II.”

The driver sighed. “Just as well they’re forcing my retirement. This administration is a place I don’t wanna work for anyway.”

“This is your last mission, right?”

“Yeah.” The driver sighed. “I still haven’t checked out my retirement package.” He shook his head. “My wife’s afraid I’m gonna get underfoot being around the house all the time.”

“So, you can freelance,” the passenger suggested. “There’s plenty of opportunities out there.”

The driver grinned. “That’s me, a soldier of fortune!”

“This gun for hire!”

The driver chuckled. “If Agent Corbett had taken Harris down, I’ll bet instead of ordering her death, Mogul himself would’a given her a medal!”

“You got a thing for medals, don’t you?”

The driver’s eyes grew bright. “Hey, now check this out. Suppose Trump paid Madame X to get her daughter close to Harris.”

“What…?”

“Now, think about it. He hires them to off Harris on the campaign trail. That just leaves Biden. But Corbett had a change of heart. She doesn’t assassinate Harris.”

“Yeah, but Trump won anyway. Why off either of them now?”

“You know the old saying,” the driver said, “about how dead men don’t tell tales?”

“Ohhh!” The passenger nodded. “I get it. We’re the loose ends guys!”

“First POTUS had Corbett fired. Then he had us ready, aim, and fire.”

“Makes sense.” The passenger shrugged. “Although, these days, just being a ‘Never Trumper’ is reason enough to be a target.”

The sniper behind the wheel snickered. “She went down easy though.”

“Agent Corbett? You just winged her. She came at us after X dropped…” he paused, pulling a Bowie knife from its sheath, “…with this.”

The driver nodded at the knife. “So, you’re keeping that thing, huh?” he asked.

“I deserve it after the trouble Corbett gave me.” He admired the highly polished blade. He grinned, checking his reflection in it. Through gritted teeth, he boasted, “It took five rounds rapid, too!” He checked his hair. “So don’t tell me Corbett went down easy.”

“I meant Madame X went down easy. I shot that bitch right between the eyes!” Taking his hand off the wheel, he pantomimed pulling a trigger. 

The passenger frowned, he saw something impossible reflected behind him in the knife blade.

“There she was…,” the driver said. 

One of the body bags twitched. “No—it can’t be.” He glanced back around at the rear of the van. It had to be the rough road jostling the body bag, just making it look like—

“…I had her dead to rights,” the driver related.

Then—SLICE!—a knife tore up through Nylon-reinforced Polyethylene from the inside. Fear gripped the passenger! He swallowed hard as he stared straight ahead, rubbing his eyes. “That’s it, I’m dreaming,” he said, voice quaking. 

“I took my aim…,” the driver recounted.

Reaching up, the passenger adjusted the rear-view mirror. A fading, otherworldly glow spilled from the gash in the body bag, followed by the blade rising like the Lady of the Lake offering Excalibur.

“…which wasn’t easy,” said the driver, unaware of events behind him, “…since she was wearing that corny widow’s veil.”

The corpse waked like death itself, wrapped in blood-slick widow’s weeds—lace gloves, torn veil, and a silhouette stitched from vengeance.

“What the fuck…?” the passenger gasped, tightening his grip on the Bowie knife, ready to fight for his very life. 

“I had her dead in my crosshairs,” the driver boasted. 

Using the blade as a mirror, the passenger watched as the Black Widow unzipped the second bag—releasing first a flicker of cosmic glow, then a slim, Titian-haired pixie in a gore-streaked leather cat suit emerged like a butterfly from a cocoon. Mary Corbett yawned and stretched as if roused from a nap. In this case, a dirt nap.

“Minstrel!” The passenger grabbed the driver’s shoulder, shaking him to get his attention, barely able to get words out. “Muh-muh-Minstrel!”

The driver glowered. “Don’t call me that!”

Mary Corbett arose from the body bag like a specter, her waist-length hair a red cape in a late ’60s Peggy Lipton style long, straight look. 

“Like I said, I had her dead in my crosshairs,” he repeated. “Emphasis on ‘dead.’” 

The passenger stammered, “Nuh-not as duh-dead as you think.”

The young woman set her leather newsboy hat, ironically patterned in white and black concentric rings—like a target painted by fate itself, at a jaunty, determined angle, her reflected gaze burning through the knife blade into the passenger’s very soul. Then the resurrected duo vanished! 

The passenger gasped, “Where’d they go?” A gust of wind. Suddenly there was Mary, up close and personal.

A strong, slender hand seized the passenger by the wrist while the other pried the blade free.

“Mine,” Mary Corbett chirped, her voice sweet as sugar and just as cutting as the Bowie knife that now took the terrified passenger at knifepoint.

The driver glanced at his partner; his eyes grew big as saucers. “Wha—?” was all he could exclaim before he found a similar Bowie knife at his own throat. He stared into the rear-view mirror, but found it askew. A black laced hand made the adjustments so he could see reflected in it… “Madame X!” he gasped.

The Black Widow snarled in a thick Natasha Fatale accent, “My name is Madame Z! I would not be … caught dead as Madame X.” The blade drew blood. “Is funny joke. Laugh … or maybe I give you new mouth.”

Horrified, the driver, shaky and wet, forced a chuckle.

“This is impossible!” the passenger insisted. “You were both neutralized! Confirmed kills!”

“Did you hear that, Mumsy?” Mary Corbett said, her girlish voice edged with sarcasm. “We were ‘neutralized.’”

“Nice and tidy little euphemism,” Madame Z said to the driver, “FOR PUTTING BULLET THROUGH MY HEAD!”

The driver flinched, his ear no doubt ringing from the shouting. It was obvious that he could see in the rear-view mirror the bullet hole in the veil, the blood in the material, and the angry eyes behind the black tulle. Absently, he reached around to touch the apparition. 

The blade bit into his throat, beads of sweat mixed with blood running down black skin. “Hands at ten and two, dahling,” Madame Z ordered with a distinct Eva Gabor-ish Hungarian accented spin on “darling,” only with the vicious edge of Zsa Zsa.

Nervous, the sniper behind the wheel complied. “Y-Yes, ma’am,” he stammered, nearly wetting his cable technician uniform.

“Oh, now it is ma’am. Before, it was bitch.” Madame Z let the blade bite again.

The passenger gulped and ranted, “Where did you two… How did you… Where did you come from?”

Madame Z said, “Originally, ancient Babylon.” She gestured at Mary. “My adoptive daughter comes from Trenton. Born and raised.” She snarled, “We were at Cemetery to visit loved ones! You sullied tender moment between my adoptive daughter and I with your bullets!”

“Mumsy,” Mary said, rolled her eyes, “while I deeply appreciate your sentiments, must you use that accent to express them?”

“But it is my favorite one,” Madame Z purred, eyes locked on her prey.

“It makes it sound like we were interrupted in our plot to get rid of Moose and Squirrel.”

“Oh, but we were, dahling adoptive daughter.” Her smile mirrored the curve of the blade at the driver’s throat. “This is Moose. You oversee Squirrel.” Then, darker, addressing the shuddering driver, “Drive where I tell you. Maybe then … I let you call your wife to say goodbye.”

“G-Goodbye?”

“I do not think you boys will prove as resilient as my adoptive daughter and I.” She pressed the blade deeper. “NOW DRIVE!”



[Chapter 1] — LAIR AWAY FROM LAIR

“I would like to say that I was sorry, that I deeply regret my actions, and that I recognize the harm that I caused. But I cannot do that, I cannot ask for forgiveness, because I do not believe that what I did was wrong.”  — Adolf Eichmann, former Nazi officer, Nuremberg Trials

RICHARDSON MUSEUM OF ARTS AND SCIENCES ­­— Twenty Minutes Later.

Since it was a Sunday, the museum was closed. Madame Z kept the driver at knifepoint as the van drove through the front entrance. It was a pity the snipers were preoccupied with being kidnapped, because the Richardson Museum was impressive. The architecture was a mix of the old and new. First established as a private museum in the early ’20s, it had gone through several renovations. The museum began as the Richardson Mansion, a gilded age edifice that had been remodeled to house art treasures. 

The later addition, still known to this day as “the new part” by museum staff, was a boxy Frank Lloyd Wright affair that opened in 1939, beating the debut of New York City’s Guggenheim Museum by twenty years. When Madame Z commissioned the architect, she only had two demands: an underground lair for her and secret passages everywhere. Madame Ayesha Zaleska loved secret passages. 

“Oh, and in my office,” she instructed, “trap doors and an alligator pit!” 

Wright was in architectural heaven. Unrestrained, he went all out. The museum included spacious exhibition halls, a planetarium, a ballet theatre, and secret passages everywhere. Art treasures not on display were kept in a huge walk-in, environmentally controlled safe. The safe was guarded by not one, not two, but three combination locks. Madame Z hired Dorothy Dietrich, “the female Houdini” and Hardeen, Harry Houdini’s brother, and famous escape artist in his own right, to test the safe’s integrity. Naturally, Madame Z arranged to have full press coverage as each escape artist was locked in on their own and escaped! After cracking the safe multiple times, each reporting the safe’s vulnerable points to Mosler Safe Co., eventually the safe was declared impenetrable. 

The former mansion carriage house had been converted into a ballet studio where young girls practiced and later performed on stage. Madame Z arranged with the Federal Arts Project to fund lessons for young girls who would otherwise have been denied such an opportunity. Again, she made sure the press was so informed.

Every corner remained under Madame Z’s close scrutiny thanks to early CCTV cameras by German inventor Walter Bruch, as well as strategically placed two-way mirrors, and microphones connected to a bank of wire recorders in Madame Z’s hidden lair. And, of course, trap doors and an alligator pit. The vicious vixen considered The Richardson her “lair away from lair.” 

Ayesha was a major donor and on the Board of Directors. Her vast wealth kept the museum going through the stock market crash, the Great Depression, stagflation, and the recent threat of Trump tariffs. 

Being over four thousand years old, Madame Zaleska had amassed a tidy nest egg that she used to finance her many criminal enterprises. She also had personal items of historical significance that she would display to the public, earning the Richardson worldwide acclaim.
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Madame Z ordered the driver to park the cable van in the rear loading dock. He backed the van up to one of two dock shelters. 

“Now, open side door,” she commanded. 

Madame Z dragged the driver out of his seat and to the rear of the cabin. Moose grabbed the handle of the cable access door, waiting for instructions from his captor.

“What are you waiting for?” the villainess demanded.

“For you to tell me what to do!”

There was a gust of wind. Madame Z was jostled forward as if someone pushed her. An L115A3 sniper rifle disappeared off the rear gun rack. The weapon suddenly replaced the knife in Mary’s hands. Her Bowie knife was back in its scabbard, the scabbard had vanished from Squirrel’s hand and was now magically clipped to Mary’s belt, this all happened in the blink of an eye.

“H-How—?” Squirrel stammered.

Mary smiled. “The hand is quicker than the eye,” she said, slapping in a five-round magazine. She called behind her, “Sorry, Mumsy.”

Madame Z kept her captive at knifepoint. “Close quarters, dahling. It could not be helped.”

Despite his panic and confusion, it was obvious Squirrel couldn’t take his eyes off a pair of tiny ballerina-sized breasts exposed through the bullet-riddled gaping hole in the young girl’s leather cat suit. 

“Eyes front,” Mary said, letting the rifle barrel caress the assassin’s cheek. “What were you looking at?” she demanded.

“N-nothing,” Squirrel stammered.

“Open, says me,” the Black Widow ordered Moose.

“‘Sesame,’” Mary corrected as she dragged Squirrel out of his seat.

Moose unlatched the side door and slid it open. 

“It was a joke!” Madame Z insisted. “I got it from an old Popeye cartoon.”

“Of course,” Mary said, keeping the assassins covered. “Popeye Meets Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves!”

Madame Z ordered Moose and Squirrel out of the van. Mary kept them covered as Madame Z approached the loading dock, pausing at the space between docking bays. With a melodramatic flair, she emoted, “OPEN, SESAME!”

Mary urged the two assassins forward as a clap of thunder accompanied the opening of a previously invisible doorway to a secret passage.

Mary was impressed. “Golly,” she said.

“Is more impressive at night,” Madame Z said with a shrug. “At night there are strobe lights.”

Indicating the entrance with the suppressor end of the muzzle, Mary marveled, “This is new.”

“No,” Madame Z said. “It has always been here. I just prefer sliding panel in main exhibition hall. Is more dramatic.” Adding as she hiked up her skirt, “And you do not have to crouch.”

Mary peered inside, noting the entrance was limited by the height of the dock levelers. “I guess I see your point.”

Seizing an opportunity, Moose lunged for Mary’s weapon. Her response was swift. Almost supernatural. 

Not even looking, she slammed the butt of the rifle in his face. As he lay bleeding on the asphalt, she addressed him while aiming at Squirrel. “Big mistake.” She nodded at the secret entrance, addressing Squirrel. “Get your partner on his feet! Move! In there!” Adding with a Julie Andrews inspired accent, “Spit-spot!”

Madame Z smirked. “There! Do you not see, my dahling? Accents, they are fun!”
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The snipers were forced to crawl through the entrance on their hands and knees after the Black Widow. Mary made a quip about some old kid’s show called The Funny Company and the entrance to their clubhouse, which went completely over the heads of the two men. Still armed with her Bowie knife, Madame Z commanded the two men to get on their feet. 

Mary barely had to crouch as she stepped inside, where she took her position behind her prisoners, sniper rifle at the ready. “Being four nine and a half has some advantages,” she said. “Lace those fingers behind your necks! Now move!”

Madame Z lingered at the threshold. “Close sesame,” she said, very matter-of-fact, less theatrical. The secret door shut, no thunder, no strobe lights. 

The villainess hiked up her shirts and hurried to join her adoptive daughter. Once she had caught up, she dropped her skirts, matched Mary’s stride, and affected quiet authority. 

Through a brightly lit and well-maintained hidden passageway, the two frightened snipers, fingers laced, prodded in the back by their own rifle, were urged forward. How far below the museum they were going was a mystery. Ever downward the sloping cement hallway took them, cameras on motorized mounts following their progress as they turned corners. 

At the end of the secret passageway was a darkened office fronted with bulletproof Plexiglas. Sensors detected Madame Z’s presence, read her vital signs, scanned her DNA, making sure her identity was fully verified. Only then did the double Plexiglas sliding doors part. Lights came up dramatically. The prisoners surveyed the underground office lair of Madame Z with astonishment.

“Holy shit,” exclaimed Moose, his eye swelling from his injury.

Madame Z made a sweeping gesture at the Greek and Roman statuary, scrolls, books, a row of busts on pedestals, and the statue and altar set up at the far end of the Olympic pool-sized office space dedicated to Inanna, the Babylonian Goddess of Prostitutes. Above the altar, accessed by stairs curving on either side, was a darkened organ loft.

“I admit,” Madame Z said, “it is no volcano lair, but I call it home.” She nodded downward. “And this is only first level. Below there are many more.”

Mary indicated the floor with a nod. “What happened to the trap doors and the alligator pit?”

“Lost to expansion. Besides, this is hardly the climate to keep alligators.”

Mary frowned. “What happened to the alligators?”

“I needed new luggage,” the Black Widow said with a dismissive gesture.

Mary gasped, “You didn’t!”

Madame Z chuckled like a banshee at an Irish wake. “Dahling, please, I kid! I move them to Florida lair in Silver Springs. I have there alligator and reptile farm.” She shrugged, “Where do you think I get venomous snakes for viper pits?”

Squirrel said, “Look, enough already about alligators and snakes!”

“Yeah,” said Moose, nursing his swollen eye. “We’ve had just about enough—”

“It’s rude to interrupt,” Mary said, her girlish high-pitched voice tinged with menace. She indicated two ornate leather chairs with her weapon. “Sit.”

“Now, listen here, little girl,” Moose began.

“You’re right. I’m short. I’m cute.” Mary stuck the muzzle under his chin. “Call me little girl again and I’ll blow your brains out!” Forcefully, she commanded, “NOW, BOTH OF YOU—SIT!”

They sat! The arms of the chairs immediately closed around their startled occupants like decorative lobster claws. The chairs turned around and faced a Brobdingnagian antique oak desk.

A gilded-framed poster of Dracula’s Daughter dominated the wall behind the desk. Gloria Holden’s hypnotic stare bore into the cowering hearts of the two men.

Madame Z and Mary leaned their derrieres against the desk with nonchalant grace. 

“Nice chairs, Mumsy,” Mary complemented, while keeping the rifle trained on the two men. “Where did you get them?”

“Do you not remember, adoptive daughter?” Madame Z said, still in a Hungarian accent. “They were your father’s idea.”

“Pop?” Mary cast her mind back to a scene in this very lair in 1942. “OH! I remember now. He was examining the chairs you wanted us to sit in for restraining devices, and you said there weren’t any.”

“But still I thought it was great idea.” Madame Z’s friendly demeanor reverted to threatening as she addressed her prisoners. “They are called The Chairs of Treachery.”

Mary asked, “From the Edwardian erotic novel, The Ways of a Man with a Maid?” 

“But, of course,” Madame Z said, then hissed at their captives, “Perfectly named for scum such as yourselves!” 

“You’ll never get away with this,” Moose insisted.

Madame Z rolled her ancient black Babylonian eyes. “Such cliché dialogue,” she sighed. “In fact, I have ‘gotten away with this’ longer than either of you two have been alive. Even before your parents were alive! Even before your grandparents...”

Mary nudged her. “Okay, Mumsy, you made your point. You’ve been around a while.”

“We’ll be missed,” said Squirrel. “They’ll see the van!” 

Mary indicated their cable uniforms. “A cable van parked behind a museum? There’s nothing unusual about that.”

“How are you two even alive?” asked Moose.

“There’s blood all over both of you,” added Squirrel. Addressing Mary, he said, “You were riddled with bullet holes!”

Madame Z gave Mary’s leatherwear an appraisal. “I must admit, dear. The bullet holes, they nicely display your assets.”

Mary looked down at what was left of her leather outfit. It would seem Squirrel tended to aim for the heart and middle torso. Her size 28A breasts and navel were fully exposed.

She gasped. “I thought I felt a draft!” Mary dropped her weapon and became flush with sudden modesty, then scowled at Madame Z as she tried to cover herself. “Why didn’t you tell me my breasts were exposed!?”

The villainess shrugged. “I gave you credit to figure it out for yourself. How could you not know?”

Mary rolled her eyes. “I had my attention on other things!” She glared at their captives. “I’ve had my Emma Peelers since Emma Peel was on ABC! That’s way back in 1961!” Realizing it was no use covering herself, she just let her arms drop to her sides. Stamping her foot, she complained, “Now I’ll have to see if I can find a replacement on eBay!”

“1961!” Moose exclaimed. “You’re only, what? Sixteen years old?”

“Twenty-two!” Mary snapped, then frowned and addressed her adoptive mother. “Was I twenty-one or twenty-two when you made me immortal? I forget.”

“Maybe twenty-one,” shrugged Madame Z. “Does it matter? You look adorable, dahling.” She smiled. “Never mind looking sixteen. Put your hair into pigtails, you could easily pass for fourteen.”

Mary smiled coyly. “Thank you, Mumsy.” She frowned. “I think. And you’re still a knockout at four thousand.”

“You guys are nuts!” said Squirrel. 

“Wait a minute!” Mary said, pointing at Squirrel. “You were staring at my breasts, weren’t you?!”

“Uhh, no?” Squirrel denied, no doubt fearing for his life.

Mary’s eyes narrowed. “You’re doing it right now!”

The shaking assassin quickly looked away. “No, I’m not!”

Moose glared at Madame Z. “I got you right between the eyes!” he insisted. “Maybe her outfit was bulletproof…”

Gesturing at her nudity, Mary said, “Does this look bulletproof to you!?”

“Okay, so maybe it wasn’t, but you couldn’t have…”

Madame Z raised her black lace veil marred by a bullet hole. Her olive-complexioned forehead was free of the sniper bullet entrance wound. She rubbed the area where a wound used to be. Madame Z produced a compact from a pocket in her widow’s garb and primped. She noticed Mary smiling sweetly. “What?”

“Nothing. My stepmom, she used to check her makeup like that. A lot.”

“Oh, yes. Myra. She was so vain. But a fine curator.” Satisfied she was looking her best, Madame Z addressed both men. “Now, who ordered our assassinations?”

Mary nudged her again. “It was Trump. Mogul is his Secret Service code name.” She rolled her eyes. “Because, of course it is!” She pointed at the two men. “They said already.”

“To each other, they said.” Madame Z gave her captives a sinister leer. “I want them to tell me. To my face.”

“Like she said,” Moose said, “the President ordered your executions. Both of you.”

Madame Z rolled her eyes. “No, no, no,” she complained. “You are spoiling my fun! This is interrogation! I ask questions, you refuse to answer, I apply gentle persuasion…”

“Huh?” Squirrel asked.

Mary flashed a meek smile. “Humor her,” she pleaded. “She gets bored easily and being a villainess gives her a kick. So, you know, say something like, ‘you’ll get nothing out of us.’ Something like that.”

With jaw set, Moose declared, “We are going to cooperate no matter what this psycho wants!”

Madame Z reached behind her to a bank of buttons on her ornate oak desk and pressed one.

The two men suddenly convulsed in their chairs as electric current ran through them. 

“When your bodies are discovered, it will look as though you had accident working on power lines.” Madame Z took her finger off the button. “That was only first setting,” she advised. “There are nine more. Shocks increase until they are deadly.”

“This is crazy!” said Squirrel. 

“You’re actually going to torture us for cooperating?” Moose said in disbelief. 

“I am sadist and derive great pleasure tormenting my victims. So, please, remain stubborn. Tell us everything. Be open book.” She leaned in and, with breathless abandon, added, “I am getting very excited.” Madame Z pressed button number two. Both men screamed in agony. The villainess released the button and moaned, “Ohhhhh! After that one, I need cigarette!”

Mary indicated the two prisoners. “Come on, Mumsy, this is crazy even for you.”

Madame Z grabbed Moose by the collar. “You boys were supposed to take us up…”

“Down,” Mary corrected. “Take us down.”

“Up, down, sideways, who cares? They wanted us out of the way.” Madame Z went back to her desk; her finger hovered over button number three. “Did you, by chance, eavesdrop on our conversation and record it? I saw equipment in your van.”

“We left the recorders on!” Moose explained without hesitation. 

“We were setting up behind some tombstones,” Squirrel added.

Madame Z strode up to Squirrel and yanked a tiny earpiece from his ear. She let the device dangle from its now broken coiled wire. 

“But you were listening?”

“We overheard you guys talking about … colonizing Mars? Getting Elon Musk involved?”

Madame Z tossed the earpiece over her shoulder. “I suggested it. My adoptive daughter refused.” With a heavy sigh, she complained, “She refuses to work with Musk because he gave Nazi salute at coronation.”

“Inauguration,” Mary corrected. 

“In this case, same thing.”

Mary studied their prisoners. “You’re going to flip about this, Mumsy, but I say we let ’em go.”

“But they tried to kill us!”

“They can’t kill us.”

“They did not know that!”

Mary picked the sniper rifle off the carpeted floor and leaned it against the desk. She smiled patiently at her adoptive mother. “Firstly, clearly, they can’t hurt us. Secondly, they failed in their mission. If they tell their superiors we’re still alive, and how we’re still alive, they’d either wind up in padded cells or, if their superiors thought they were lying to cover up not trying to assassinate us at all, they might…” Mary made air quotes, “…‘disappear.’”

Madame Z rolled her eyes. “Your point being?”

“They’d be in bigger trouble trying to tell anyone about us than by keeping mum, Mum. You dig, Big Mama?”

Madame Z rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Goddess, I hate when you resort to Beatnik talk.” She glared. “And refer to me only as ‘Mumsy!’”

Mary rolled her eyes. “Sorry … Mumsy. We’ll just confiscate the tapes and let ’em go. No harm. No foul. No proof.”

“Look, lady…,” Moose began.

“Madame Z.”

“Fine. Madame Z! It was nothing personal.”

Madame Z’s eyes narrowed, pointing at her temple. “You shot me in the head.”

“You can’t hold us responsible for that!”

“Honest,” Squirrel pleaded. “We were just following orders!” 

Mary was aghast. Her demeanor changed from sympathetic to stern. “Just following orders!” she exclaimed, venom in her voice. She looked to her adoptive mother. “Now where have I heard that before?”

Madame Z smirked. “The trials at Nuremberg.”

“The trials at Nuremberg!” Mary’s expression grew dark. “I remember the newsreels. One by one, the Nazi defendants used that lame excuse for every war atrocity. ‘Herr Eichmann, were you one of the major organizers of the Holocaust?’ ‘We were just following orders.’ ‘Obergruppenführer Heydrich, did you implement the Final Solution, sending six million men, women, and children to their deaths?’ ‘We were just following orders!’”

Sweat mingled with blood on Moose’s face as he tried to reason with Mary. “Now, lady, take it easy, we didn’t mean…”

Mary was shaking with rage. “Oh, no, you didn’t mean it,” she said with syrupy sarcasm. “YOU WERE JUST FOLLOWING ORDERS!” 

The diminutive agent began to pace like a cage leopard. “It’s happening all over again! A charismatic leader voted into office by blind followers! Media ignoring the signs! Make Germany Great Again becomes Make America Great Again! Only three weeks into his presidency and the whole world is turning against us!” 

She looked to her adoptive mother. “Trump even wants to annex Canada, Greenland, and the Panama Canal! Soon he’ll be siding with Russia over Ukraine! My God, HE DECLARED TODAY ‘GULF OF AMERICA DAY’! He thinks he has the power to not only rename the Gulf of Mexico, but punish any country who still calls it the Gulf of Mexico!”

Madame Z remained composed. “I told you, dahling, the longer you live, the sooner you see the patterns, they repeat themselves. Trust me, it gets so monotonous.”

Mary slapped her forehead. “I should have known when Musk gave a Nazi salute!”

“And the news media—they defended the gesture by calling it a Roman salute—to celebrate Republican victory!” Madame Z smirked at her victims, hand to her heart, ending in a Sieg Heil. “Where do you think Hitler and Italian fascists got this salute from? The very meaning of Sieg Heil is ‘victory!’”

Mary grabbed the sniper rifle. “To quote Popeye, ‘That’s all I can stands, I can’t stands no more!’” 

She leveled the business end at Moose and Squirrel. “I’m not letting history repeat itself this time!” 

Her eyes grew bright with realization. “This is war, and we must take a stand! My Pop fought the Hun in The Great War, the Nazis when he was called out of retirement in World War II, and now, his daughter is gonna carry on the tradition!”

Squirrel recoiled, his face panic-stricken. “Come on, lady! We were just following—”

Moose snarled at his partner, “Will you quit saying that!” 

“You boys have inspired me!” Mary’s blue-grey eyes were bright with purpose. “I’m gonna personally take down Mogul, Bobcat…”

“Goldthwaite?” asked Madame Z. “Why are we targeting screaming comic man?”

Mary lowered her rifle and rolled her eyes. “Bobcat is J.D. Vance’s Secret Service codename!”

“Okay, that makes sense.”

“All of those Trump bootlickers,” Mary declared, “they’re all going down!” She took aim. “Starting with you two!”

“My beating heart,” Madame Z said, eyes welling with tears, “welcome, beloved adoptive daughter, to the dark side!”

A wicked grin appeared on Mary’s face. “Oh no, we’re not on the dark side. They are!” Taking aim through the sniper scope, she said, “Welcome to World War III, boys! ”

She was about to pull the trigger when Madame Z raised an objection. “Dahling, please. Not in my office. The antiques.”

Mary paused, then set the sniper rifle aside. “You’re right, Mumsy! Shooting’s too good for ’em!”

“HEY, NOW WAIT A MINUTE!” Moose protested. “I WAS FIRED!”

“Oooo. Bad choice of words!” Without hesitation, Mary pressed the last button, the fatal button, on her adoptive mother’s desk. Her pixie features were illuminated in the bolts of electricity coursing through the screaming men. 

The office smelled of cooking long pig as the assassins were reduced in mere minutes to a pair of skeletonized charcoal briquettes. 

Madame Z savored the aroma coming off the roasted bodies. “Mmmm. That takes me back to my days in Bali during Suttee ritual.”

“What?” Mary asked, shocked at her own actions, staring in disbelief at the sizzling corpses.

“Balinese cremation and human sacrifice, dahling.”

“Sounds like a real hoot,” Mary said, only half listening. “Do we have any … military medals handy?” she asked, her chest heaving. 

“This is museum. I am sure we do. Why?”

Mary smirked. “For irony.”

Madame Z was overcome with motherly pride as she flipped a switch on her intercom. “Code 2,” she said with tears of happiness in her voice.

Mary frowned, chest still heaving from the rush of adrenaline. “What’s … Code 2?” she asked in heavy gasps.

Madame Z gestured at the smartly uniformed minions who entered her office, two with folded body bags tucked under one arm, and a third with a janitor’s cart. “Basically, it means ‘clean up on aisle 2.’” The villainess indicated the two corpses. “As my adoptive daughter would say,” she commanded her minions, “‘spit-spot!’”
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Later that day, two cable linemen were found electrocuted, their van on the side of the road, stripped of anything suspicious and replaced with typical cable TV equipment, an orange ladder leaning against a telephone pole, orange insulated gloves tucked in the belts of the two dead men. 

One body dangled at the top of the ladder, his hand melted to an exposed power line, the other body clung to the ladder, killed in the act of steadying it for his partner. 

The air hung heavily with the stench of fried bodies and scorched insulation. Smoke curled along the length of two telephone poles, charred insulation smoking on the ground.

Investigators speculated the Good Conduct Medals pinned to their chests had made contact with bare wiring. 

Both deaths were ruled as accidental due to carelessness.
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In Langley, Virginia, telemetry monitors flat-lined. A report wound up on the desk of CIA Director John Radcliffe. He picked up the Red Phone and dialed John M. Curran, Director of the Secret Service. “Gadfly and Minstrel confirmed eliminated,” he said, “Dorothy and X also confirmed as eliminated.”

“Roger,” said Curran. “We’ll take it from here.”

“Minstrel was FBI,” said Radcliffe. “Do you want to inform Patel or do you want me to do it?”

There was a long pause, followed by a sigh. “Leave Patel out of it,” Curran advised. “That idiot’s too busy chasing conspiracy theories and covering legal fees for January 6th ‘patriots.’” 

“Dangerous talk. Patel is Mogul’s golden boy.”

“His cross-eyed golden boy, you mean.”

That made Radcliffe crack up. He covered the mouthpiece and kept the receiver away from his face.

“Did you see his official portrait photo?” Curran said. “I swear Patel looks like a goddamn deer caught in headlights … just before a pickup truck makes him into roadkill.”

It took a minute for Radcliffe to get hold of himself. “Okay,” the CIA director said, regaining his calm and patient tone. “I’ll leave everything up to you.” Hanging up, Radcliffe handed the folder off to his secretary. “It’s Curran’s problem now.”

“What was so funny?” the secretary asked.

“Uh, deer hunting story,” said Radcliffe.
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Later, much like in the opening credits to The Prisoner, in the bowels of Secret Service Headquarters, Mary’s photo had a large X made of smaller Xs typed over her face. Her file was transferred to the Fallen Colleagues cabinet. All trace of her existence was erased from every record, every computer, every magazine and credit card mailing list everywhere. 

Mary was declared an un-person.

And a poor credit risk.



[Chapter 2] — STRATEGO!

Vance admonished other major German parties for shunning the far-right AfD party. Germany’s defense minister Boris Pistorius called the criticism of European leaders “unacceptable.” — CNN

Madame Z atop a rolling library ladder glided along the rails as she scanned the top row of her cavernous bookshelves. She still wore her black widow’s weeds, her veil up away from her face. Her voice floated down in a silky vampiric drawl as she muttered to herself, reading the spines of dusty tomes. 

Below, Mary laid in a fetal position on a rococo chaise in a freshly donned Catholic schoolgirl outfit—courtesy of her adoptive mother’s wardrobe of inexplicable preparedness—hugging a throw pillow, her hair done up in waist-length pigtails. Her Mumsy was right. She looked fourteen. 

“I can’t believe I did what I did,” she said, the full impact of her actions hitting her. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“Oh, please,” Madame Z said with a dismissive gesture, “you have been Federal Agent for two lifetimes. You have license to kill. Does hunter regret shooting deer?”

“I’ve never had to declare war on my own government before.” Mary frowned. “And when one of them said, ‘we were just following orders,’ and all the illegal things this administration is doing … and Congress complicit, giving Trump free reign … I … I just lost my head!”

“On contrary, my dahling, your head, it was found! Those men, they did not know with whom they were dealing! Mary Corbett: The Assassins Assassin!”

Mary’s stomach hurt. “Umm, umm, umm…do you wanna know the God’s honest truth?”

Madame Z pulled a look of disgust. “Ish! I should say not!”

“The Goddesses’ honest truth, then?”

The villainess nodded. “That I would accept.”

Mary swallowed hard and confessed, “Up until today … I’ve never actually…” Mary’s voice dissolved into an unintelligible mumble.

“Sorry, dahling, I didn’t not hear that.”

Too loudly, Mary confessed, “… KILLED ANYBODY! I’VE NEVER KILLED ANYBODY!”

Madame Z gasped. “Never?!”

Mary put the throw pillow aside and sat up. “Bill and I were recruited by the FBI when we were nine years old! Me, a Junior Girl Scout; Bill, in Martial Arts. We got noticed and went undercover. Our mission was to bleach our hair, look Aryan, infiltrate Camp Norland, and over the summer, keep our eyes and ears open for Fifth Column activity.”

“But later on…?”

“Later on, Bill and I went to high school, again, to blend in, that time to see if there was a Communist cell on campus.” Mary shrugged. “Same thing in college. It was 1948, my freshman year at Wells College, the Red Scare, I was supposed to investigate Communist activities, especially among the faculty, again, keep my eyes open. Of course, by then, Bill had been assigned overseas … where he died in the line of duty.” Mary felt a pang of guilt as she disclosed, “Yes, sometimes things got dicey and I probably should have broken some necks, but I preferred to just neutralize, in a non-lethal way. You know, a judo throw here, a karate chop there. But nothing...” Mary made a cutthroat gesture with a decided “kkkkkkrrrk!” sound.

Madame Z frowned with disbelief. “But you were my major adversary! Do you mean to tell me that not once did you kill one of my minions in your attempts to thwart me?!”

“No!” Mary denied. “How do you not know that?”

“Eh,” Madame Z said. “That is human resources’ problem.”

“Do you think … do you think Pop would have been disappointed in me?” Mary asked. “For killing those assassins?”

“Clark?” Madame Z paused in her search, staring down at her adoptive daughter, “Clark Abernathy, he was man of action! He would react just as you did, without hesitation!”

Mary looked up and gave a hopeful, “Really?”

“I lost count the number of lairs he destroyed, thinking he had finally seen the last of me!” Madame Z gave a wistful sigh. “Now there was a man after my own heart. Quite literally!” Snapping out of her reverie, she added, “At the end of Great War, I decided to play dead, give Clark the satisfaction of thinking he had finally defeated me.” She smirked, “Then came my little game I play with him in World War II…”

Mary gave a cunning smile. “That’s when we first met, Pop and me, and when I met you.” Mary giggled. “Ima Lyon!”

“So, you did take lives?” Madame Z asked, hope in her vampiric delivery.

“No, you,” Mary explained, “That’s what you called yourself, that corny joke name, Ima Lyon.”

Madame Z giggled, wicked and terrifying, like a succubus milking a tiny teen penis while its owner slept. “When I assume disguise, always, I choose what you call ‘joke name’ as clue for my adversary. It is only fair.” 

“No wonder you and Pop crossed swords. You both liked bad puns.”

Madame Z said, “Puns, they are only funny when they make one cringe.” She became as giddy as a lovesick teenager. “So much fun I had messing with him!”

“I remember one thing,” Mary smiled. “I saw you for the first time … at the preview gala of the Egyptian exhibition.”

Madame Z said, “I wanted to make good impression.” Adding hastily, “On your father!”

“Boy, did you ever! One of your grand entrances! A sedan chair hoisted on the brawny shoulders of Egyptian slaves, you in your Cleopatra getup…”

“Getup? Dahling, please, that wasn’t just a costume! It was worn by the real Cleopatra!”

“And you were stunning! I don’t know about Pop, but I was thirteen and you really bowled me over!”

The villainess returned to her searching book spines. “For now, just accept that you are, for all intents and purposes, The Jackal in our game of assassination.”

“The Jackal?”

“With all the popular culture you have absorbed, do you mean to say you have never seen Day of the Jackal?”

Mary’s eyes brightened. “The fictional assassin of Charles de Gaulle! That was a good movie! A great novel too!” Mary relaxed and lounged on the chaise. “So, I’m The Jackal and Trump is de Gaulle, and for what he’s doing to disgrace the office of President of the United States, he sure has a lot of da gall!”

Madame Z groaned. “Uhhh! You have your father’s gift for puns! The gift that keeps on hurting.”

“Like you said, puns are only funny when they make you cringe.” Mary became thoughtful. “I’ll just have to see this for what it is; a one-woman campaign to save democracy.”

“A two-woman campaign, dahling,” Madame Z corrected. “For I support your righteous cause!”

Mary couldn’t help but giggle. “I didn’t think you were for supporting a righteous anything.”

“For time being, I suggest you stay here,” Madame Z said. “At least until we have accomplished our goal.”

“Why?” Mary asked. “I have an apartment in D.C.”

“No longer, I fear.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Madame Z glared from the ladder. “Those assassins reported you and I as…” she air quoted, “…‘confirmed eliminations.’ Already FBI is searching your apartment for anything connecting you to Bureau or Secret Service. We are now shadow agents. Ghosts! Officially, you, dahling one, are now an un-person! Easier for us to act to depose Trump.”

“Maybe I should start drinking 7-Up.”

Madame Z frowned. “Why, whatever for?”

“The un-cola for the un-person!”

The villainess rolled her black eyes. “Oh, ha-ha. Technically, already I was un-person. Ayesha Zaleska, she is my new identity.”

“I thought you changed your name because nobody could pronounce your Babylonian name.”

“Zazakku, you mean?” Reclining seductively on the ladder, the Black Widow exposited, “Being immortal, every so often I fake my death, lay low a few years, then reemerge like Phoenix! New identity, new background, but with same agenda of evil to keep things interesting.” She frowned at Mary. “These recent events, they are just as well.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You should have faked your own death years ago,” Madame Z scolded. “You have no idea the strings that I had to pull to bury your many contradictory files.” She gestured as grandly as Norma Desmond in Sunset Boulevard. “For only I, Madame Z, could possibly have manipulated all of these events so cleverly!” Adding with a raised eyebrow, “It is just as well you eliminated them. You heard Squirrel. He found your files! They could have exposed the both of us! Already there are rumors about my immortality!”

“Well,” Mary said, “when you put it that way…” She frowned. “Is that why those guys kept calling you Madame X?”

“Now you, too, are an X. I have someone, she can forge new documents for you. Well, as soon as you take a new identity.”

“But I don’t want a new identity,” Mary whined, practically pulling an Ed Norton impression. 

“Maybe Mary Jackal could be your new identity?”

“Eww, no.”

“Mary Jekyll?” Madame Z suggested.

“Ugh! Absolutely not! And before you suggest it, Mary Hyde is out too!”

Madame Z shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

“And I want to keep myself just that! Myself!”

“As I say, you are officially now un-person. You no longer exist, or as Mission: Impossible used to phrase it…”

Mary rattled off the line in a deeper register, “‘The Secretary will disavow any knowledge of your actions.’” Mary suddenly realized. “Wait a minute! How do you know what’s going on in my apartment? Did you bug my apartment?”

“I prefer to think of it as keeping tabs on my adoptive daughter.” Madame Z selected a volume and thumbed through it. 

Mary sighed. Her Mumsy’s heart was in the right place. Still, she had to learn to respect boundaries. 

“Already, I had minions collect your things and leave the FBI nothing to incriminate you,” her Mumsy reassured. “They are waiting in your room.” Adding hastily, “Your belongings, not my minions!”

Mary frowned. “I thought that by now you would have converted my old room into something sinister.”

Madame Z smirked, nodding towards the framed Dracula’s Daughter poster. “The room of a teenager, it is already sinister enough. I kept everything exactly as you left it.” 

“Everything?”

“Yes. Stuffed animals on bed, vanity and mirror, wing-chun wooden karate dummy, firing range, eight-by-tens of Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, Bobby Darrin, Monkees, sexy Farrah Fawcett, Diana Rigg in leather.” She smirked. “Lynda Carter in star spangled briefs.”

Mary blushed. “So, I had a lot of celebrity crushes over the decades.”

“It will be nice having you here again,” Madame Z said, rejecting the volume and continuing her search. “Lately, I have felt pangs of empty lair syndrome.”

Mary smiled. “Gosh, I spent a lot of time here growing up.”

“I remember preparing your apartment … apartments. You were … fifteen or sixteen when we began our affair?”

“Fifteen and a half, a year before the Second World War ended. Two years after getting Pop mixed up in that merry mummy chase you concocted.” She sighed as she reminisced, “I was between assignments and working as mama’s photographer at The Boston Globe.”

Madame Z paused and reflected. “I must confess, our affair, it was my way of keeping your father occupied thwarting me!”

“He never did figure out about us.”

“He was convinced that I was using you to get to him! Even when I prepared for you, apartments, similar to Christine Daaé’s quarters in catacombs under Paris Opera House, in all my lairs, he never once suspected.”

Mary felt a pang of guilt as she reminisced, “I must admit, the whole damsel in distress motif really played into my secret fantasies. Especially, the bondage.”

Madame Z paused in her search. “I remember when you first offered yourself to me. You snuck into this very lair. Not easy to do! Especially, with Clark as head of museum security.”

“I made a copy of his skeleton key.”

“So sneaky! It was after hours. You remained in hiding until you had access to hidden panel in main Egyptian gallery.”

“You were up in the organ loft playing Toccata and Fugue in D minor.”

“Ironically, on very organ Lon Chaney played in Phantom of the Opera. You nearly scared me out of my skin when you snuck up on me like Mary Philbin.”

“And then I confessed I had become obsessed with you since our first meeting.”

“For one so young and inexperienced, you were very determined to give yourself to me.” Madame Z snickered. “It was as if I had been propositioned by Nancy Drew! Your clothes, they were so prim and proper.”

“I couldn’t believe it when you … gave in.”

“Dahling, when you have lived four thousand years, age means nothing. You were a very ripe, yet mature young woman. And I suppose I have a thing for schoolgirl look.”

Mary gestured at her outfit. “So it would seem.”

“Much sexier than dungarees you were fond of wearing.”

Mary looked up at her Mumsy. “When did you decide you were better as an adoptive … guardian … than as a lover?” 

Madame Z admitted. “After your father died and then your biological mother and your stepmother, I felt I owed it to them to look after you.” Smiling wickedly, she added, “And by then you were already my perfect immortal adversary! Oh, the schemes you thwarted!” She returned to her search. “Speaking of schemes…”

“What are you even looking for up there?” Mary asked, eyeing Madame Z with amused skepticism. “You look like Lex Luthor hunting for a National Geographic on meteorites.”

“Rest assured, no National Geographic has article on meteorite like ours.”

“Don’t tell me, let me guess. You’re looking for a rare copy of The Kama Sutra. No doubt bound in human foreskin.”

Madame Z paused. “I know you are joking, but now I want to see if such a thing exists.”

Mary snickered. “It starts out as a paperback, but if you rub it, the book expands into the Codex Gigas!”

Madame Z laughed. It was long and maniacal and terrifying. After dabbing her eyes with a lace handkerchief, she returned to her search of book spines. 

“But seriously,” the villainess said, “what I am seeking is a special volume of evil schemes.”

“I thought this office was your shrine dedicated exclusively to sex and perversion.”

“Yes, it is.” Madame Z pulled out a dusty tome. “Even the chaise upon which you are lying has hidden restraints.” She blew on the cover, sending up a choking plume of dust.

Mary jumped up. “Where?!”

The villainess waved away the dust, coughing. “I told you.”—Cough! Cough!—“They are hidden.”—Choke!— “Oh, but do not worry. The button to activate them is under my desk.”—Cough! Cough! —“There is also remote control. But it, too, is in my desk and out of reach.”

Mary sat back down cautiously. “Okay then.” She examined her nails. She liked keeping them nice and short and sharp. She pulled a nail file from her blazer pocket. 

“This is no time for play. I take the overthrow of governments very seriously.” The Black Widow paused. “And I will remind you that what I said, so many years ago, when your father was listening to me monologue, as we villains often do, is that almost everything in this office is about pornography. The top shelf is strictly for plotting and mayhem.”

Mary looked up from her nail filing. “What’s so special about the top shelf?”

Madame Z quipped, “It is where I get all of my top-shelf wicked schemes, dahling adoptive daughter.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah, Pop and me, we make terrible puns.” Then it clicked. “Wait—overthrowing the government?!”

“We are removing the President and his cabinet. Assassinating them, in fact. What would you call it, dahling?”

“I call it saving democracy!”

“Eh.” Madame Z shrugged. “Tomato, to-mah-toh.” 

Mary sighed. “Could you at least drop the Dracula voice? It’s hard taking you seriously when you sound like June Forey playing Bela Lugosi.”

“Bela Lugosi?” Madame Z raised an eyebrow. “I would describe my accent as closer to Zsa Zsa Gabor. Or maybe her sister, Eva … dahling.”

“You’re from Ancient Babylon, not Hungary.”

“What is wrong with Hungary?” Madame Z stood proud and saluted. “I have personal history with Hungary.”

“A personal history?”

“After war, I freelanced. I was once a top agent in Hungarian spy network.”

“When?!”

The wicked widow perched like a gargoyle. “During Cold War, dahling.”

“And you sided with Hungary, why?”

“The emblem!”

Mary deadpanned. “The emblem?”

“On flag … on identification cards! The emblem! A bat! Wicked cool, as say the young people!” Madame Z crossed her thumbs, one over the other, making bat ears, curled her fingers upwards to form the wings and made the hand puppet bat’s wings flap. In a spooky moaning voice she said, “I eeeeven made my badges into nipple paaaasties!” 

Mary burst out laughing. “Please tell me you didn’t flash those during ops.”

“Absolutely, I did. You should have seen the faces on Lon Chaney, Jr. and Lou Costello. I say to them, ‘Do you see these badges?’ They say back, ‘What badges?’” She giggled at the memory; her giggle reminded Mary of Dwight Frye as Renfield.

“When did you meet them?”

“Back during the filming of Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. Different era. Different adversary.”

“Who was the adversary?”

Madame Z began to thumb through the volume in her lap. “Richard Septimus Pratt, brother of Boris Karloff. Worked for MI-6. Sadly, not very entertaining to be thwarted by. Too polite. Too … British.” She clasped the book dreamily to her ample bosom. “Not like your father. Now there was an adversary.” She snarled like a tigress.

Mary grinned. “Okay, but can you do an accent that doesn’t sound like you’re a refugee from a haunted castle?” Muttering, “Or a Rocky and Bullwinkle cartoon.”

Madame Z cleared her throat and said in a chipper twang, “Oh my stars! How’s this?”

Mary narrowed her eyes. “Wait—I know that voice!”

“You should. Bewitched was your favorite show after The Avengers.”

“Oh, wow! Nice Elizabeth Montgomery impression!”

“It ought to be, sweetheart,” Madame Z said. “We met. Back in my Hollywood period. I made my headquarters there from roughly 1948 until 1970-something. I stayed out there while this lair was being renovated. Except for the odd museum board meeting, I ran things from there.” She sighed. It was wistful and poignant. “Before Lizzie died, I even snuck in a highball for her. The hospital never suspected. Lizzie was so grateful.”

Mary frowned. “I guess that was nice of you.” Changing the subject, she said, “You’re certainly melodramatic enough to have thrived in Hollywood.”

“I heard Elizabeth Montgomery was related to Lizzie Borden, so I simply had to introduce myself.”

“No! Was she?”

“She was the one who insisted I call her Lizzie. I not only picked up her accent—she taught me how to twitch my nose.” Madame Z twitched her nose theatrically, wiggling her top lip. A sound of xylophones and chimes with a medium-speed tremolo echoed from hidden speakers.

Mary got up off the chaise and looked around. “Where’d that come from?”

“Practical magic, sweetheart.” Madame Z twitched her nose again. The accompanying sound effect appeared. “My computer. I programmed it to make that sound whenever I twitch my nose.”

Mary shook her head. “Mumsy, you are a contradiction wrapped in a riddle. Plotting world domination one minute and lunching with Hollywood celebrities the next.”

“Well, I’ve been alive for over four thousand years. You pick up little quirks along the way. You’ll get a few yourself, given time.” She gestured dramatically. “Look at you now. When we first met, you spoke very properly. Oh, you used the occasional 1940s slang, but for the most part, you were very intellectual. Now, you use all sorts of slang.” She shrugged. “But getting back to Lizzie and me … we clicked from the get-go.”

Mary playfully curtsied. “If you’re going to be Samantha, I guess that makes me Tabitha.”

Madame Z smirked. “I’m more of an Endora. But Sam had better legs.” She switched to an Agnes Moorehead accent. “But if I spoke like this, you’d say I was putting on airs.”

“Back to the point—we’re not overthrowing the government. Once Trump and the rest are out, the system can heal. We’ll let Congress, the Senate, and the House of Representatives take over.”

Switching back to Lizzie’s accent, Madame Z said, “Sweetheart, if Congress, the Senate, and the House were doing their jobs now, we wouldn’t have to overthrow anything. You said so yourself! No checks and balances! Trump can run amok without guardrails!”

“Point taken.” Mary grew stern. “But we’re not going to overthrow the government!”

“Fine! We’ll let the government handle the situation. I’m sure anything they do will be just as diabolical.” Madame Z was suddenly inspired, eyes gleaming. “Oh! I know—we’ll sabotage Air Force One!” 

“What?!” Mary stormed up to the foot of the library ladder. “Are you crazy?”

“DOGE fired all those air traffic controllers. Planes are dropping like bowling pins. Imagine the poetic justice.”

“What about the flight crew? The press on the plane?”

“Collateral damage,” the villainess said with a shrug. “Every war has acceptable civilian losses.”

“Mumsy!” Mary protested, stamping her patent leather clad foot. “No!”

The Black Widow smirked. “Face it, sweetheart, you’re a villainess now. Welcome to the fold!”

“Gee, thanks.” Mary leaned an elbow on a rung of the ladder. “What is that book, anyway?”

“The Book of Evil Schemes, Third Edition,” Madame Z said, stroking the gilded cover.

“Who publishes that?”

“The Society of Villainy.”

Mary blinked. “There’s … a Society of Villainy?”

“What, you think I’m the only supervillain in the world? We have secret handshakes and everything.”

“Who else is in it?”

“Oh, it’s not what it used to be. I was one of the founding members. So was Captain Hook, Dr. Fu Manchu—until I assassinated him—Professor Moriarty…”

“They’re fictional.”

“Really? You think writers just invent people like that?”

Mary crossed her arms. “Pretty sure.”

Madame Z wagged her middle finger. “Goldfinger knew what to do with this if you catch my drift, although he wasn’t a founder. But Jack the Ripper was!”

Mary winced. “He wasn’t a supervillain! He was a serial killer!”

“That’s what he wanted the police to think he was! He had a whole underground network of…”

Mary was horrified.

“Maybe it’s better if you don’t know.” Changing the subject, Madame Z said, “We hold a convention every October. Evil Scheme of the Year trophies and everything.”

Mary groaned, certain her leg was being pulled. “Mumsy…”

Madame Z sat erect. “I won five years in a row,” she declared.

“You need a hobby.”

“I have several. Raising a pit of vipers, that’s a hobby, isn’t it?”

“Is Trump a member? Of the Society of Villainy, I mean.”

“Really,” Madame Z scoffed, “—Trump?” 

“No, huh?”

The Black Widow glared as if offended by the very notion. “Our organization is like evil Mensa. He’s an idiot. I swear, someone else is pulling the strings. Either that, or decades of supervillains have failed because they were too smart for their own good.” Madame Z sighed, flipping through pages. “Ugh. Everything in here is about coups and government takeovers.”

“Sorry my ethics are cramping your vibe.”

Madame Z looked up from her book. “Yes,” reverting to her Hungarian accent, “your ethics, they can present for us a problem. Especially now.”

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Mary asked, feeling a shiver running down her spine.

Switching gears, Madame Z’s eyes lit up and said in her Lizzie voice, “Stratego!”

“The board game?”

“Exactly. You protect your flag with hidden bombs.”

“I wouldn’t know. It came out in 1961. You’d already immortalized me, and I was too old for board games. And I really had no one to play with. Bill had passed by then.” She sighed. “I really should visit his grave. I miss him.”

Madame Z looked uncomfortable. “Uh, sure. We can do that. You should honor the memory of your twin brother.” Changing the subject, she said, “Anyway, getting back to Stratego…” Madame Z re-shelved the book and climbed down the ladder. “It’s a fun strategy game. The object is to capture the enemy’s flag.”

“Yeah, I remember the commercial.” Mary sang, “Strah-teeg-go-oh!” Adding, “So-oh what?”

“Like I said, you guard your flag by surrounding it with hidden bombs.”

“So, what do you wanna blow up now?”

Madame Z gave Mary a haughty leer, her voice became distinctly Serena-like. “I made a perfectly good suggestion with Air Force One, you little killjoy. Now it’s your turn.”

“That’s Samantha’s cousin’s voice.”

Madame Z leaned against her desk. “Don’t change the subject, sweet stuff. I want to hear you plot a plan.” Madame Z frowned. “Or do I mean plan a plot?” She waved dismissively. “Either way, get to scheming.”

Mary frowned. “I wish I could. But thanks to you, I can’t get that stupid commercial jingle out of my head.” It became a mind
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