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The three gallows stood ready in the dark and dusty gymnasium at the Nuremberg jail compound. Shortly after 1 a.m. former Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop entered the building as if in a trance and slowly mounted the thirteen steps to the platform. He was met by U.S. Master Sergeant John Woods, his executioner.

The official witnesses in the gym stood and took off their hats, a priest prayed, the noose was tightened, and Ribbentrop began to utter his last words about world peace. No human could see the hundreds of spiritual participants above him, filling the room to the rafters.

Proklor, one of Satan’s key princes, hovered there effortlessly, suspended by spiritual forces just above the solemn gathering, surrounded by the leaders of his personal army. His large size and the gruesome scars from the Great Heavenly War on his face and hands proclaimed that Proklor was a fallen angel of great standing. Only Temno, his adjutant for two millennia, and a few trusted generals, dared to get close. The other demons circled discreetly around their leader, attracted by the great spectacle about to begin beneath them. And they could see that they were safe. Their spiritual eyes revealed almost no vectors of spiritual light, since the few answered prayers that did arrive from heaven that night were sucked down into the dark vortex which the demons created. 

Like all demons, Proklor’s army succeeded best when they adopted the dress, habits and speech of the targets they studied and whispered to. So they were dressed mostly in the clothes and uniforms found in Europe at the end of World War II. “It’s been a great run,” Temno said to the Prince, as Sergeant Woods placed the black hood over Ribbentrop’s head.

“Yes, yes, it has. Who would have thought?—What, less than ten years ago—that we would accomplish so much? He—Ribbentrop—was living well in London as Hitler’s Ambassador. Now this. How far he has fallen. Bespor, go and speak to him. Then be ready.”

Bespor, one of the generals in the front row, broke off and stood invisibly next to the former Nazi government official, whispering in his ear. “You’ve been terribly betrayed! You are the victim of weaklings who don’t know the truth. This is so unfair.”

Another demonic general, Legat, leaned closer to Proklor. “I hear it’s 50 million killed in Europe alone. And 6 million Jews! See what that does for starting a new Israel. All under your leadership, my lord.”

Proklor nodded. “It’s amazing what these people will do when we lie to them. Just the Corporal and a few of his friends to start with. Amazing. So many people believed what we told them. And acted! So here we are, full circle. These ten were some of the best. It’s a shame it has to end.” 

The trapdoor sprang open and Ribbentrop dropped. The rope snapped tight.

Bespor floated down to the curtained area below the platform and emerged a few moments later holding the dead leader’s startled and struggling soul, the terror on his face clearly visible to the spiritual assembly. The demons cheered and laughed. Ribbentrop, looking up into their faces, gasped, as the reality of eternity hit him full force. Bespor handed him to a lesser demon, who led the unbelieving Foreign Minister off to hear his fate at the Judgment Seat.

As Ribbentrop’s body still swung on the rope, Field Marshal General Wilhelm Keitel, in a well pressed uniform with gleaming boots, briskly walked up the second scaffold. In under two hours that morning the ten men found guilty at the Nuremberg Major War Crimes Trial were executed by Sergeant Woods; Proklor and his horde watched and remembered each one.

When the last of the ten, Arthur Seyss-Inquart, the former Commissioner for the Netherlands, was pronounced dead, the witnesses began to leave the hall. The demons overhead, used to taking orders, turned toward Proklor.

Just then they felt a spiritual cleaving beneath them and heard the sound of an approaching tempest. The spiritual darkness under them began to swirl, and several terrible princes—Proklor’s equal or worse—emerged from the pit and moved the lesser spirits back.

With a loud thunderclap the Prince of Lies himself rose and took his place in the middle of the gathering; Proklor was directly in front of him, trying not to tremble.

Satan addressed his assembled army with a sound like the killing wind of a hundred hurricanes. "Well done, Proklor. Well done, all of you. Now we need your skills in a new place—America.  Our forces have not done well there—the Light shines even brighter, and they follow Him. The Soviet Union and China will be important, but they are already dark, and ready. America is our last challenge, and I have chosen you to subdue it. When we control America, we will control the world, and the Light will be extinguished."

The demons’ eyes reflected a thousand bolts of spiritual lightning, diverting their gaze from their master, so close. Their crowding reflected, echoed and amplified the piercing sound like a thousand claps of thunder.

"Take your veteran army there and lie to them, as you did here. You, Prince Proklor, will be in charge. You will replace Pitka, who has not had a new idea since slavery, and is finished. You will have free rein.

“But they are different. You must be more subtle. They must not worship or revere us—at least not these next generations. Instead, they must worship and revere themselves! They must think that we don’t exist—that nothing spiritual is real or important. They will then trust in their own might, not His. When you succeed, they will forget Him. 

“They will tear their nation apart, all on their own. We will watch. They will kill their children. Kill their old people. Kill themselves. Lust after each other. Do whatever they want until they destroy themselves. Two generations, at most three. They will be led like lambs to slaughter.”

He paused, then turned slowly as he spoke to all of Proklor’s forces. "Your mission there is once again to destroy the truth with your lies. Now go. We will await your success!"

As the assembled demonic army watched, there was a huge, terrifying roar, like the combined screams of a million tortured souls, and Satan descended again beneath the scaffolds.
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No one living in Washington on the following Sunday morning realized what was happening; the dark and dreadful storm clouds gathering over the Mall between the Capitol and the Washington Monument were invisible to human eyes. The demonic shapes massed into a brooding, living tempest of malice and death, every demon hating the Name and outraged that any human would escape their own fate.

Up and down they swirled and hissed, increasing in numbers and in the intensity of their writhing until the dark mass resembled a monstrous spiritual thunderhead, poised over the U.S. capital on the banks of the Potomac River.

Their leaders, Prince Proklor and his key generals, had chosen Sunday morning and this place for their unprecedented rendezvous because few angels would be in the city, and they could control the spiritual battlefield with their huge numbers.  

"You are here to lie to them and their children with voices of 'human reason,’ progress and emotion, until they no longer hear or know the truth.

"You have your assignments. Many of you will deploy to other cities as street leaders and sector leaders, to destroy families. Some of you will infuse their new television, and their movies. Their teachers’ colleges are the key to upending their education system. Most of you will stay right here, the seat of power, to mislead their leadership, and through them, the nation. Let us begin."

With a shattering clap of thunder the invisible storm cloud spun outward, ever widening its diameter, until it covered the entire city. Then many of the demons began leaving, thousands heading out for their assigned locations across the nation: universities, newspapers, seminaries, courts, Hollywood, school boards. When only those demons assigned to remain in Washington were left in the cloud, the storm spun inward again, converging on their leader. Proklor rose high above the Mall, and his demons scattered to their assignments across the city.

A large contingent filled the Capitol, turning the area under the dome into an invisible broiling, sulfurous mass, awaiting the return of the lawmakers on Monday, eager to plant their voices of deception that God was no longer important. Many took up posts in the White House, warning each other about the angels which might show up when the simpleton president actually prayed. All across the city they went, fanning out into every agency and every office.  

Many of the most senior demons descended on the Supreme Court, turning the marble building dark with their presence. They knew that if only a handful of these men, unaccountable to anyone, believed their lies, then the nation would be diverted to a course which their Master assured them meant certain destruction for these detestable people. 

It would be Evil’s greatest victory, and the Earth's darkest hour.

It yet remains a problem to be solved in human affairs, whether any free government can be permanent, where the public worship of God, and the support of religion, constitute no part of the policy or duty of the state in any assignable shape. The future experience of Christendom, and chiefly of the American states, must settle this problem.

Joseph Story

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

1


Washington, D.C.

The Near Future

Friday, September 11
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“How would you destroy America?” President Alexander Rhodes asked the group seated around the conference table in the Roosevelt Room at the White House that Friday morning.

Tom Sullivan sat next to his boss, Olivia Haas, the Head of Cyber Security, at the end of the table.

Turning to the Vice President, the Secretary of Defense, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs in the chairs nearest him, the president added, “I’m sure we all agree that Climate Change is the greatest long-term threat, and we’ve been battling that since we took office. But I promised the Speaker we’d do a full assessment. Today is the anniversary of 9/11, and she and I are flying to the NATO meeting in Prague this weekend, so I want to review our progress with her. 

“Tell your teams to consider that question with no preconceptions. How would you hobble, or do the greatest damage to, our nation? In two weeks we’ll meet at Camp David to consider what you’ve come up with. Then we’ll work together to find solutions—across disciplines and across the aisle. Hopefully she and the other more conservative members of Congress will help, and be satisfied.”

Peter Sloane, a retired Admiral and former Deputy Director of the CIA, now the president’s National Security Advisor, addressed them from his chair across the table, “Put your best people on this. It’s clear with today’s technology there are many ways to disrupt, or even bring down, our nation, and we need your combined expertise to focus on them.”

The president rose. “So if anyone has any questions, talk to Peter, and he’ll coordinate the presentations. Think out of the box. If you’ll excuse me, we’re flying up to New York for the 9/11 Remembrance and then to Prague tomorrow night, and we’ve got a few things to do. Thank you.”

As the meeting broke up, Olivia Haas, writing a note, turned to Tom and said quietly, “You’ll head our team. Besides already handling a lot of threats, you’re our COG officer, and your experience in banking should give you a leg up. Bring in whomever you want, inside or out, and let’s give our colleagues a compelling list of how the nation could be wounded.”

Tom, nine years beyond a Masters Degree in Computer Science from Oxford as a Huff Scholar, nodded. “I’ll give our team a heads up, and we’ll begin right away.”

“Good. I’ll be flying with the president, the First Lady, and the Speaker to the NATO Summit. Hopefully our allies will agree to the tighter protocols we’ve proposed to stop the hacking into government databases.” She smiled and stood. “But of course you wrote them.”

He nodded and turned to leave. “Travel safe. We’ll prioritize a grid with the threats, solutions, and responsible agencies.”

“I know, as usual, you’ll be all-in. Be ready to brief us on Wednesday.”

As Tom walked down the hall, he ran into President Rhodes and Vice President Evan Carpenter, walking with their aides.

“Tom, how are you?”

“Fine, Mr. President. Good meeting.”

“The conservatives are always worried about us being attacked, but I guess we don’t want to be blindsided. By the way, how’s your Mom?”

“She’s fine, sir. She’s on several boards now, trying to improve healthcare delivery in Africa and Asia.”

President Rhodes smiled. “Good. Janet was a solid Congresswoman, even if a bit too far to the right with her policies. But a lot of common sense and heart. I’m glad you take after her.”

“I’m not sure about that, but thank you.”

Vice President Carpenter smiled. “We were in Congress together for four years, starting with President Harrison, and much of what we passed in those days as bipartisan wins was thanks to her persuasive powers.”

“I certainly understand those.”

The president added, “Would you like to come with us to Prague? See the NATO Summit up close?”

“Thank you, Mr. President. Olivia’ll be there, and she put me in charge of coming up with our group’s input for the Camp David meeting. So I better stay here.”

“OK. I know you’ll keep us on track. You’re a thorough guy. Give us your thoughtful input on threats—current and long term. Maybe NATO next year.” As he started to move on, he added, “Please tell your Mom and Dad hello for us.”

“Yes sir, I will.”

Tom walked through the tunnel to his office in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, checking his cell phone. As he was answering a text, his phone vibrated.

“Jenny, what’s up out in the real world?”

“Here in Lower Manhattan it’s OK. How’s my favorite public servant?”

“Wishing you were here so we could pick up where we left off.”

“That was a pretty amazing weekend. And that’s, like, why I’m calling. The bank is sending me to D.C. in a couple of weeks for a conference on ‘Supporting Women of All Genders’. I hope you’ll be around.”

“Of course. But I just got an assignment that could be really important. And how many genders of women are there?”

“I thought all your assignments were important,” she teased. “But what’s that got to do with my conference? And I have no idea about the conference. I just know I was pretty proud to get this one-gender woman thing through the Naval Academy.”

“Let me be clear that I’m all in favor of your gender. And you know how I am when I get focused.”

“Yeah. Focus with a capital F. No loose ends.”

“Yes. Anyway, this one’s huge, and right now all the ends are loose.” 

“Busy, busy. And when are you running for president?”

He smiled as he flashed his ID for the uniformed guard at the entrance to his area. “I don’t think I’m old enough. Maybe one day. Though I’d have to learn to put up with all the bull and the constant loose ends. And they tell me I’m great with plans but not so good with people.”

“You were pretty good with me.”

“Mmm. That’s different. A skill. I probably focused on your gender details. In fact, I’m sure I did.”

“I think it’s a natural talent I should help tease out—if you can find time in your busy schedule.”

He stopped outside his team’s unmarked door in the hallway, remembering Jenny’s athletic torso partially covered by a sheet when she visited him a month ago. “OK. Come on. It’ll be good. But right now I gotta tell my guys that their weekend just got very busy.” 

––––––––
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Callie Sawyer’s Persian American roots were evident in her jet black hair, dark blue eyes, and extra height. A few male heads turned as Callie entered the bistro off K Street, looking for her lunch appointment, Emily Schofield, an African American of similar height who was standing near the Order sign and working on her smartphone. Emily glanced up, waved, and finished her text.

The two women, Emily a little older at thirty, both dressed conservatively like the other young professionals filling the restaurant, smiled and shook hands.

“Try the Polynesian Chicken Wrap,” Emily suggested as they turned to get in line. 

“Thanks. My first time.” Callie adjusted the shoulder strap on her large journalist’s bag as she reached for a tray. A few minutes later they settled into a back corner table with their sandwiches and iced tea.

“I’m really glad you can join us tomorrow night,” Emily said, putting sweetener in her tea. “Seth’s birthday parties are awesome.”

“My sitter can stay late with Grace, so I should be all set. You’ve known Seth a while?”

“He, two other guys and I were apartment mates when we first came to DC eight years ago. We all do different stuff now, but they’re, like, great guys, and we’ve stayed close. My husband does the parkruns with them.”

Callie cut her wrap. “So Seth’s a producer with The News Network. What about the other two?”

“Clayton Hunt is at The Pentagon for Homeland Security. When we first met, he had the apartment; he’s in the Marines. He chases really bad guys. He’s a little older—married to Andrea; she administers the Trusted Traveler program at Homeland. They say he looks for bad guys and she looks for good guys. They’re expecting.” She smiled. “Who I really want you to meet is Tom Sullivan.”

Callie’s next bite stopped in mid-air. “And why is that?”

“Because I think you two will hit it off. He’s Number Two in Cybersecurity at the White House. Very smart. Tall, like you. He can be a little intense. He likes rules and order in his life, but he’s also a lot of fun. When you and I met a month ago, I thought of him and you.”

“Actually, I think I know who he is. It’s a long story, but my landlord, who’s also my best friend and mentor, worked with my father in real estate in Atlanta. She knows Tom’s family from a long time ago, and I think she suggested we get together when I first moved here. But we never did. And he doesn’t have a girlfriend?”

“He runs through them pretty quickly. But if anyone can slow him down, I think it’s you.”

“Wait ‘til he finds out I’ve got an eight-year-old daughter and a crazy job myself. Those don’t exactly add to the order in one’s life.”

“We’ll see. Anyway, we’re meeting at Seth’s at six. Seth always insists on grilling.”

“OK. Thanks for asking me.” Callie took a sip of tea. “Now, back to our subject du jour. What does Senator Bradshaw think about limiting genetic research?”

“Is this on the record, or for background?”

Callie smiled and leaned forward. “You’re his staff’s Communications Director. Which do you prefer?”

“And you run a journal on genetic research, so I better be accurate. Let’s go for background now, and we can be on the record later.”

“OK, good. Now that the Summer Recess is over and there are reports of human-animal gene splicing in China to create a chimera, will Senator Bradshaw co-sponsor legislation to prohibit the same thing here?”

Emily thought for a moment. “Maybe. But it’s complicated in an election year. Many of our supporters are excited about the possibility to skip some of Evolution’s steps and go right to a better outcome.”

“Really? How would you know you’d done that, since Evolution is supposed to be random?”

“Well, I’m not sure. That’s why I need to do some checking.”

“Fair enough. Just let me know.”

––––––––
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Balzor invisibly circled, watched and listened to their conversation. Like most gathering spots in the nation’s capital, the restaurant was filled with demons, shadowing their charges, and the spiritual darkness was almost complete. Balzor was the most senior fallen angel present, and the others moved aside as he focused on Emily.

Balzor had been in the third row at the Nuremberg gathering in 1946. During the war he had volunteered for duty overseeing the gas chambers at Treblinka—in just three months he had streamlined the Nazis’ mass killing system with incredible efficiency, but his specialty had been in convincing “regular” Germans, and particularly the leaders of the Lutheran Church, that the Fuhrer’s changes were reasonable and patriotic, so they should not question them. Since arriving in America he had been a sector leader in several cities.  

After a debacle twenty years earlier in which he was wrongly blamed when prayers and the ineptness of his subordinates had saved Tom Sullivan’s father from the dark future he deserved, Balzor had feared being sent to the Abyss, and had in fact been demoted to a village near Moscow. But with the explosion of the world’s population and the increased pressure on the fixed number of fallen angels to produce results, he had won a reprieve a year later and been sent to Washington.

For the last three years he had been assigned by Bespor to lead the team in the Senate, focusing on Senator Henry Bradshaw, the senior Senator from California, for whom Emily Schofield worked as Communications Director. Bradshaw was a leader in the progressive party that narrowly held the majority in the Senate for President Rhodes; the more conservative party controlled the House, led by Speaker Rebecca Gordon.

Beyond his political views, Senator Bradshaw was actually one of the dark forces’ greatest long-term successes, involving decades of work to harden his heart against anything spiritual. Building on this general foundation of questioning anything to do with God, Balzor’s three years of reinforcing the lying voices deep inside the politician meant Bradshaw’s exaggerated feelings of Pride, Control and Superiority were virtually permanent, and therefore they controlled his actions even when no demon was present to whisper to him.

The rigidity of the senator’s spiritual heart meant that the usual ways God’s truth could transform a person—through believers’ prayers diminishing the demons’ internally planted voices, or through believers speaking God’s truth—would have little impact.

Balzor was quite proud of their accomplishments with Senator Bradshaw, along with about thirty other senators of both parties—Washington was awash in the voices of Self-Congratulation and Pride. He didn’t worry much about losing any of this group to the Light—they rejected Him as irrelevant, almost as completely as Balzor hated Him. And he and his fellow demons were always looking for ways to expand this key group, including the senators’ senior staff members, like Emily Schofield, who was almost theirs herself.

Given his seniority, Senator Bradshaw was elected by his peers to be the President Pro Tem of the Senate, with significant help from Balzor and his counterparts in other senators’ offices. Bradshaw was therefore the Senate’s ceremonial presiding officer whenever the Vice President, Evan Carpenter, was not in attendance. Balzor loved to hover next to him in the chamber, whispering lies and encouragements.

Balzor studied Senator Bradshaw and his staff every day, and he routinely planted or reinforced thoughts and images in their minds, including Emily’s. He had followed Emily to her lunch meeting because Callie Sawyer was a known believer—every spiritual being in the café could see the bright light shining in her—one of only three there that day. So he hated any possibility of Callie interrupting Emily’s steady progress to a full secular rejection of anything spiritual. At this point, after a childhood in and out of the church, Emily was quite comfortable as a typical skeptic of her generation—right where Balzor wanted her—with no faith at all and no spiritual light. The hardening process was well underway.

But when Emily mentioned Tom Sullivan to Callie, it deeply concerned Balzor. Like all demons, Balzor hated every human. But Balzor especially hated Richard Sullivan, Tom’s father, for the events of twenty years earlier. Richard had then infected his wife and children with his faith. A disaster. So anything that harmed or sidelined Richard Sullivan, Janet or their children was of great interest to Balzor.

He had therefore been interested when Tom wound up in D.C. Though the White House staff was not Balzor’s direct responsibility—they were Nepravel’s—Balzor kept up with Tom through Tom’s eight-year friendship with Emily. At their nightly meetings, Balzor regularly asked Nepravel about Tom and offered advice on how to keep the tiny spiritual light, which sometimes flickered inside the young man, virtually out, dimmed by peer pressure, pride, temptations, and success at nearly everything Tom had tried since high school.

But tonight he would have to warn Nepravel that Tom Sullivan was about to meet a strong believer in Callie Sawyer that weekend. Nepravel needed to reinforce the young man’s skepticism with the right lying voices.

As the two women discussed human cloning in the restaurant, Balzor wondered whether a human clone would have a soul. He’d have to ask Bespor at one of their nightly meetings.

Neither Balzor nor any other demons had been present at the White House meeting on security that morning. Despite the president’s private agnosticism, he remained a member of a mainline denomination, and the spiritual blaze from the constant prayers for him and his staff during the day made it nearly impossible for a demon, even a prince like Proklor, to remain there for long. But reports from demons in the darker, more friendly staff offices around the city were filtering in, and Balzor imagined that Prince Proklor would be livid about the president’s call today to look more deeply into particular threats. He knew he would find out that night.

––––––––
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Senator Bradshaw was not returning to San Francisco that weekend, since his Senate seat was not being contested in the upcoming midterm elections, but instead had a series of planning meetings set up with other Progressive members of his party, including three dinners at his Georgetown row house.

That Friday afternoon he was in his office finishing a video call with Andrew Boswell, the CEO of Juggle, the California-based, incredibly successful search engine. Over the past two decades the senator’s career and Juggle had grown together, with Boswell funding every election and every cause in which Senator Bradshaw had an interest, and the senator returning the favor with legislation which ensured that Juggle would not face any difficult regulations or government intervention. Juggle, and its peers in the California high-tech/large donor category, headed up the one industry in which Senator Bradshaw was an ardent supporter of a very free market.

Drew Boswell had also helped two of Senator Bradshaw’s three grown children land high paying Board seats with several companies at home and abroad, supporting the family income. He was almost part of the family.

And, by coincidence, the head of Juggle’s lobbying efforts, Logan Schofield, was Emily’s husband. 

“Thank you, Drew, thank you,” the Senator said to Boswell from behind his large desk, as he heard a knock on his office door. “It’s wonderful that your trade group will be supporting so many of my colleagues in their re-elections this fall. I’ll be sure to have the right person at party headquarters contact your staff on Monday. And we won’t forget your help.”

Emily opened the door and looked in. He waved her forward. “Yes, have a great weekend. And thank you again. Say hello to Sally.” He ended the call and smiled, making a note on the pad in front of him.

His last office meeting that Friday afternoon was with Seth Cohen, a young producer with The News Network. Despite their age difference, the two men shared many policy priorities, and Seth had asked through his friend Emily to meet in the Senator’s office in preparation for a series he was working on about The Silent Progressive Majority.

Bradshaw rose from his large antique desk and smiled when Emily and Seth entered. Unseen to them, Balzor stood just behind the Senator and nodded to Obman, assigned to The News Network, as he came in with the young producer. Balzor and Obman went back millennia together—Obman’s reputation dated from his singular work with Potiphar’s wife. Balzor said to Obman, “We need these three working together.” 

“Seth, Emily tells me you’re celebrating a birthday,” Bradshaw said, as he walked around the desk to shake the younger man’s hand and to point him toward a small conference table.

“Yes, sir,” he replied, taking the seat offered as the senior Senator sat across from them. “Thirty-four. Some friends, including Emily, are coming over tomorrow to grill out with us.” 

“I was thirty-three over half my life ago. Now we have two daughters in their thirties, and our son is forty. Well done. Hang in there, and maybe you’ll again see rational politics and reasonable policies before you reach my age.”

Reacting to his words, Obman turned up Seth’s internal voice of Disdain. “I hope so, and that’s what our next series is about. We hope you’ll be one of the on-camera advocates for President Rhodes’ progressive policies to undo so many years of ‘Christian conservatives’ in the White House.”

“Yes, of course. It’s been a battle these two years since Rhodes was elected, with a split Congress. The upcoming midterms are the key to making real progress.”

“We hope to give him—and you in the Congress—a serious boost with our series on The Silent Progressive Majority.”

“I like your approach. I can remember when President Nixon started using that phrase about the Silent Majority, and I agree. Thanks to decades of hard work in schools, corporations, the media and politics, there’s now a majority who think the dismantling of government programs has gone too far, really hurting people. Everyone benefits when people are better educated and have more money in their pockets to spend. The government can provide both, and should. And, of course, level the playing field— we have to continue to push back against White Privilege, Gender Privilege, and the whole range of Social Injustices. Diversity, Equity, Inclusion are key.”

Balzor whispered to Emily, “And Belonging.”

Seth nodded and Emily said, “And Belonging.”

“Exactly”, Seth added. “That’s why we plan an entire segment on your new Guaranteed Income proposal, which appears to be gaining support.”

Balzor played the Senator’s voice of Superior Wisdom. “I’ve been battling over these issues all my life. If we give everyone living in America a great education, pay every adult a living wage, whether they can find work or not, and provide universal health care, including of course paying for women’s reproductive rights across the nation, many of our biggest troubles will be solved overnight. And there will be much more social equity.” 

“We plan to make that case in the series, Senator. It will have a documentary format which should work well for the upcoming elections. And that’s why we’d like you to be one of the main participants. Can we compare notes with Emily and your staff to be sure that our facts and conclusions are in sync with yours?”

Bradshaw smiled. “Of course. When we work together we can accomplish so much. The Guaranteed Income is a key policy idea whose time has come. Even some of my conservative colleagues like it because of its efficiency. Emily, will there be any problem coordinating between Seth and our team?”

“No. It seems like a natural. We have a lot of data from friendly think tanks that we can share.”

Seth smiled. “Thank you. We at The Network obviously believe in these policies, and in your leadership.”

“Thank you, Seth,” Bradshaw said as he placed both hands on the table. “Is there anything else?”

“Not today, sir. Just wanted your OK to proceed.”

“Yes. For sure. Now you better get ready for your birthday party.”

Seth glanced at his watch and smiled. “You’re right. I’ll swing by DCNet and then head out. Thank you.”

“Thank you for the strong support at The Network. It means a lot.”

As the men shook hands Balzor nodded to Obman and said, “Good work. We’ll reinforce those ideas over the weekend.”

Obman nodded as he and Seth left Bradshaw’s office.

Returning to his desk, the Senator paused in front of a picture showing him serving meals at a Homeless Shelter. Balzor moved up next to him, and the Senator had a thought. “Emily, remember that summer when you helped me campaign while you were still in school?”

Their eyes met. “How could I forget?”

“Yes.” He paused. “Well, nothing has changed. America is a very unfair place. White Privilege still keeps people down. The nation needs leaders like us to push back against their oppressors. With a big win in two months our policies will deliver for them. Those people simply can’t make it in this ever-more-complicated world unless people like us step up and bring in the resources of the federal government to help them.”

“I know. And hopefully we’ll get the chance to make that difference after we win back the House in the midterms.”

––––––––
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Clayton Hunt was a newly minted major in the Marines, part of the high-level Threat Identification Group at the Pentagon. Admirals, generals and their counterparts helped Homeland Security create policies and broad guidelines, but Hunt’s group of fifteen “grunts,” as they referred to themselves, were where the rubber met the runway, beach or road, as the case may be.

Hunt’s responsibility at the TIG, along with his Navy and Coast Guard colleagues, was to monitor, assess and report on all issues related to ocean-borne threats, including everything from inspecting containers coming into ports to monitoring the positions of Russian and Chinese missile-carrying submarines.  As a young Marine officer, Hunt already had a distinguished record, including two combat tours in Afghanistan as well as sorting out logistics problems at the port of Long Beach.

The senior Army member at the TIG, Major Ahmad Rashid, had an equally challenging task: Weapons of Mass Destruction. His role required him to coordinate with colleagues in many branches of the government to track the known warheads in difficult places like Pakistan and India, not to mention North Korea, as well as to keep up on the latest developments with dirty bombs. As young lieutenants he and Clayton Hunt had served together during their first deployments to Afghanistan, when Rashid had been embedded as a Green Beret with Hunt’s Marine unit.

Housed in the Pentagon, earlier that afternoon the TIG had received instructions based on their online White House meeting with the president and his key security advisors. They were already formulating a first draft of prioritized threats from the military perspective for senior staff to review the following week.

As their meeting concluded, Clayton closed his laptop and turned to Ahmad, who was sitting next to him around the long table. “It’s hard to prioritize a dirty bomb in a cargo container vs. simultaneous Stinger Missile strikes on airliners across the nation.”

Rashid nodded as he withdrew the encrypting device from his laptop’s USB port. “Either would mean immediate mayhem. Like 9/11, only on steroids.”

“And then there are the other nineteen threats we reviewed and expanded just this afternoon.”

“I’m glad you’ll be presenting the priorities to senior staff, not me. They all look pretty terrible.”

Clayton stored his laptop in his briefcase. “Thanks a lot.”

The major smiled, then shook his head as he rose. “When you look at this list, or just think about it, you wonder how we’ve escaped one of these scenarios.”

“Most would say we’ve just been lucky. You know me well enough to know Who I think is responsible.”

“Hmm. Like on our patrols.”

“Right. But on a much larger scale.”

“Perhaps. But don’t forget to take a break this weekend from evaluating possible attacks on the nation and find time to finish your DEI homework for Monday.”

Clayton paused and looked at his friend. “You mean how you, the poor Muslim, have been systemically discriminated against in the Army?”

Rashid smiled. “And everywhere else, don’t forget.”

“Why don’t you tell our instructor that this is all a load of crap?”

“Because I want to make Colonel one day and don’t want to be reported. By the way, I meant to ask you, how’s Andrea?”

“For a first-time mom-to-be, she’s doing great. Six weeks to go. Nesting like crazy. And your two?”

“Growing like weeds. Let me know if you ever want to practice babysitting two boys.”

Hunt smiled. “I’m good. Give Mariam our best, and have a great weekend.”

“Thanks. You, too. Back to the threats on Monday.”

––––––––
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Late that Friday night the president and First Lady were preparing for bed in the White House residence after their trip to New York and an evening spent with briefing books for the NATO meeting in Prague.

Out in the West Wing, the Oval Office was empty and dark, except for the glow of security lighting. Or so it would seem to human eyes. But actually Prince Proklor was starting his nightly briefing with Temno, Bespor, Legat and his other key generals. They had been meeting in the Oval Office at night since the early 50s. Proklor loved the irony and the sense of power. Tonight another level of leadership had been called in—thirty in all—which was why Balzor and Obman were standing against the wall as Proklor nodded to Temno, who began as he usually did every night.

“Yesterday there were 2,525 divorces and 2,683 abortions. Both are up from the day before, and from a year ago.” He looked back at the prince.

Proklor nodded. “Thank you. Most of you were with us in Germany, and all of you have helped sow our seeds here.” He paused and looked around at the faces of those who, with him, had defied God, obeyed their commander, and reached for more, all those millennia ago. “Now, like we did there, it is time for the harvest.”

There was a general stir as Proklor’s words sank in.

Through the Oval Office windows they could see the occasional glow from answered prayer vectors landing in the second floor Residence, like distant lightning. But no one took notice.

“You all remember Kristallnacht, how it changed the course of German history. Tomorrow will be America’s Kristallnacht! Our usually pliable President Rhodes with his unexpected inquiry today has caused us to move up the date. A little more splintering and hate would be good, but I know you are ready. Do any of you need more time to prepare your targets for our assault?”

There was silence, as every demon focused on their leader’s dark face. He nodded to Temno, who told the other leaders, “Good. Starting tonight admonish your forces to unleash the mayhem we’ve so carefully prepared. Increase the confusion. Incite anarchy. Group against group. It’s time to undo this ‘Godly nation’!”

Proklor smiled. “Imagine a world without America, consumed by division and anarchy. No strong voices. No one carrying on about integrity, faith, freedom, believing in Him, or about any truth at all. Everyone segregated into permanent warring groups that we control. We are almost there. 

“And without America, no one will bother my fellow Princes in China, Russia or Iran, where our rule is nearly complete, and believers cower. The whole world is almost ours, waiting for the fall of this one cursed nation. 

“By employing their new Artificial Intelligence technology, they believe almost every lie they see and hear. Now is the time. Each of them will believe only his own tribe’s truth, as we have taught them, and the anarchy will destroy them. It is our time!”

Proklor looked around. Some nervous stirring, but silence.

“Then go. You have your assignments. You know what to do.”

Only a virtuous people are capable of freedom. As nations become corrupt and vicious, they have more need of masters.

Benjamin Franklin

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

2


Saturday, September 12


[image: image]


Tom Sullivan earned enough to afford a modest row house in the historic Capitol Hill area of Washington. Most of the two- and three-story homes on his tree-lined street east of the Capitol enjoyed shade from a couple of their own trees along the sidewalk, as well as a small fenced-in backyard. Tom’s was just big enough for Beau, his Black Labrador Retriever, whom Tom had raised from a puppy over the last three years.

Many of Tom’s friends around the city were now married, or had live-in partners. Like his peers of both genders, or of all genders as he now was careful to say, he was incredibly busy with his job, and the casual hook-up mentality of most women in his generation suited him perfectly. In fact, weekend gatherings seemed to produce a never-ending stream of intelligent, good-looking, hard-driving women, and one place they seemed to enjoy driving was to his bed, with no regrets the next morning. He sometimes wondered how he could be so lucky to live in a time and a place where casual sex was almost universally pursued. And with no consequences. What a town! What a great time to be young, successful, woke, and male.

Success had come naturally for Tom, from his undergraduate academic achievements to his graduate degree to his great jobs to bedding the best and the brightest young women.

At home he kept everything in its proper place. There was not even the most basic feminine touch, except right after a visit by his mother or older sister, Susan, who was married with two children.

That warm, blue-sky Saturday morning he’d participated in the Fletcher’s Cove parkrun with several friends, including Emily Schofield’s husband, Logan. When Emily drove them home after the run, she mentioned to Tom that she wanted to introduce him to someone at Seth’s party that night. 

Then breakfast of yogurt and berries. After a shower, he was sitting at the country-style table in his kitchen, Beau at his feet, looking out at the still-greenish leaves clinging to the trees in his backyard, and writing notes on a legal pad about the president’s threat request. He also kept one eye on his email, as his staff added their input for the spreadsheet they were preparing for Olivia Haas. Tom prided himself on approaching any issue or challenge with logic and reason. That combination had always worked well for him. So he’d directed his three-person staff to first brainstorm on every non-military broad area of potential cyber-concern—financial institutions, communications, healthcare, energy, the grid, water, manufacturing, transportation, etc.—and only then to start writing specific threats and counters. He wanted his group’s list to be the most comprehensive of any list presented at Camp David. 

Everyone kidded him about his legal pads, and, even more so, the small paper notebook in which he kept his daily schedule and To Do list. He called it his L-Pad. His staff took notes and wrote drafts on their tablets, laptops, phones—anything digital. Tom preferred to draft and plan on paper. Maybe it was genetic, from his lawyer-father. Maybe it was because he liked to consider all options before making difficult decisions, and he could see them on a written pad. Maybe it was because he knew so much about hacking and figured that ink on a page was not visible, at least not yet, to the wrong eyes. 

Actually eyes were there. Nepravel made a quick pass through Tom’s home looking for anything out of place. He noted that this Saturday morning Tom was alone, and he knew that both of them would do their best to provide some Sunday morning companionship. Assigned by Bespor, Proklor’s general over D.C., to influence the young staffers in the White House, Nepravel had learned on weekends to visit Tom later in the morning, after his mother and father, Janet and Richard, had finished their quiet time praying for him. 

Nepravel, like Balzor, hated Tom’s parents more than he hated most humans. Two decades ago, after Richard Sullivan unexpectedly became a believer, it had been Nepravel’s responsibility to keep him quiet and ineffective, as they always tried to do with new believers. He and Zloy had almost succeeded in having him killed, but constant prayers and meddling believers had ruined their plans. Now the father was a business leader known for this faith. That debacle had almost cost Nepravel his stay on Earth, and he hated the man. 

And in those days his son, Tom, as a teenager, had made a profession of faith in Jesus. But Tom had then been pulled from the truth by several venerated professors in college, his peers, his early successes, and the internal voices planted by the demons who followed him. Thanks to them, Tom now believed that if God even existed at all, it would be making Him small indeed to think that He would only provide one way to know Him. Tom, with Nepravel’s help, could not imagine that God would be that small. So the Holy Spirit, burning brightly in Tom twenty years ago, was now quenched to the point of near-elimination.

For that reason, now that Nepravel was in D.C. and assigned to the White House, he took very seriously his responsibility to keep Tom self-assured and full of himself. Nepravel kept the voices of Intellect and Reason spinning in Tom, who seemed to enjoy their message of “Do your own thing.” So Nepravel didn’t worry much about the very small spiritual light which he could see flickering now and then inside Tom, because it was almost completely out.  

Since D.C. and its suburbs largely belonged to the Prince of Darkness, it was rare these days, but occasionally a single angel would follow a lighted vector of prayer and surprise an unsuspecting demon. Nepravel hated being confronted by a “pretty boy,” as they called the angels who had been too timid to rebel—and he always had to assume that one might show up when Tom’s parents were praying for him. So, since Nepravel had been warned by Balzor about how Callie Sawyer might meet Tom that night, he took some extra time with Tom that morning, but kept one eye out for a roaming angel.

He reloaded the internal voices reminding Tom how important his job was, how his own intellect and success had earned his position, and how attractive women in D.C. were drawn like moths to a flame to a man working in the White House, particularly one who was young, on the way up, and had a boisterous Black Labrador Retriever.

On the page in his L-pad Tom had started a list. He knew that a few governments and several terrorist groups wanted to attack the U.S.—some physically, and some through cyber means—to steal technology, secrets and personal data. Theft of any kind—taking something you hadn’t earned yourself—bothered Tom. 

What bothered him even more was that most Americans believed their government was already protecting them. Tom knew that full protection from well-known threats, not to mention the many new ones his colleagues might now identify, was almost impossible, particularly if two or more hits were mounted simultaneously. His team might get lucky—they had in the past—or they might not. But he hated luck. He much preferred to define a problem precisely and then deliver the right response to control the outcome. He felt a tremendous responsibility in his White House position to counter every cyber threat. And he didn’t like to think about what would happen if the bad stuff really hit the fan. But he had to. And prepare for it. That was his job.

So he was glad that liberal, but middle-of-the-road, “decent” President Rhodes had finally pivoted from almost two years of simply undoing his predecessor’s conservative domestic policies and was now at least partially focused on out-of-the-box thinking about threats, even if he mostly concentrated on the always-reliable issue of Climate Change. But he worried that the terrorists were doing the same, and not just about carbon dioxide. He looked forward to perfecting his draft with his team on Monday, then presenting a well-organized report when Olivia returned on Wednesday.

That Saturday afternoon he had promised Seth Cohen that he would help with the preparations for the birthday party. The two had known each other at their ivy league school. After each earned a graduate degree, they had lived together with two others, Emily and Clayton, in a large apartment when they first moved to D.C. Each considered the other to be a very close friend: Seth more a policy expert at The Network, and Tom focused on keeping everyone safe and secure at the White House. 

So Tom changed into jeans and a well-cut shirt, grabbed the special bottle of bourbon he had chosen for his present, and walked the four blocks to Seth’s row house with Beau. Sadly he had no female companion, since, unfortunately, Jenny was stuck in New York. He’d had a great time with another young woman, Erin MacNeil, a cybersecurity specialist, at the beach in August, and he wished she weren’t traveling to the west coast this weekend for her job at the Information Initiative. He’d have to go to Seth’s with only Beau, but Emily had mentioned someone she wanted him to meet, so maybe it would still be a great Saturday night, as Beau was usually a pretty effective chick magnet.

Most of Capitol Hill’s row houses, though all different, shared a common floor-plan. What made Seth’s special was the large fenced-in backyard with a couple of mature maples at the far end, perfect for a gathering of friends, and for Beau, who was always welcome to visit. 

Seth lived with Natalie Ellis, who had moved in six months earlier. Natalie worked on the Follow The Money Team at the Treasury Department, but she was temporarily assigned to the Drug Enforcement Agency, and she traveled quite a bit.  

Beau, Tom, Seth and the backyard were the natural foundation for a close fraternity of tennis ball throwers that included Clayton Hunt and other regulars. Beau would have lost weight except for the many grilled leftovers passed his way whenever he visited.

Tom knocked once. Seth opened the door.

“Happy Birthday.” Tom handed his friend the bourbon, as Beau ran inside to find a ball.

Seth smiled. “Come in. And thank you. You can help Natalie with the tables out back while I administer the dry rub.”

“Sure. Hi, Natalie.”

Natalie stood from the sofa and they hugged; she had on a colorful but informal party dress. “How’s everything at the Big House?”

“Crazy, as usual. And the state of the Treasury?”

Natalie glanced at her open laptop. “The drug lords don’t know it’s Seth’s birthday and that I’m supposed to be, like, hosting. They keep doing stuff that I have to comment on.”

He nodded. Tom knew that one of Natalie’s roles at Treasury was to track funds moving between suspect people and entities both domestically as well as to and from places like Iran and China, which were now also dealing in drugs—hence her posting to DEA. But they never talked about specific cases. “I understand. Point me to the tables that need arranging and do what you have to do.”
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An hour later Natalie had finally helped solve the mini-emergency and was working in the kitchen on the hors d’oeuvres. The ribs and chicken were slow cooking on two grills. Tom and Seth took a break and sat on the back patio, tossing balls to Beau and sampling the bourbon.

As a result of Nepravel’s work that morning, Tom began by asking, “Are those two cute producers from Florida coming tonight?”

“I think so. One may be with somebody.”

“Where there’s a will...”

Seth returned his smile but changed the subject. “What does the president expect out of the NATO meeting?” he asked, as he took his first sip. Since they had been good friends for so many years, there was a clear understanding that even though Seth was a producer for a top cable news network, anything they discussed on civilian time would never appear in public. He raised his glass. “That’s smooth.”

“It should be. Even greater coordination. Particularly on what are called ‘non-military’ threats, like GPS spoofing, cyber-attacks, grid security. Unlike the previous go-it-alone Administration, he wants to build a coalition of consensus. That’s what he’ll focus on with the NATO leaders. And that’s why he’s taking the Speaker, to keep building bi-partisan support at home.”

“And even though the Speaker’s a crazy conservative, she was a kick-butt fighter pilot,” Seth added.

“Yes, that, too. Now that his Progressive Agenda is taking hold, he wants to show her and the other conservatives that he’s also concerned about defense. Some of the stuff I work on that needs to be strengthened.” Tom threw a long ball to the back fence, and Beau took off.

“The Progressive Agenda may be taking hold, but not quickly enough. Not nearly enough. Rhodes doesn’t really have the guts to push it through, and the country needs it. There are still too many people clinging to their Bibles and all that, years later.”

Tom looked knowingly at his former apartment mate. “I know. But it’s a start, and the elections should give another boost.”

Seth nodded. “Yes, but the president should push harder. The nation needs strong leadership to push the God Squaders out once and for all. Their self-righteous moral crap drives me crazy, and some of them in the House are the worst. My turn.” Seth picked up the ball and tossed it.

“I know. Rhodes is an old D.C. hand who tries to win people over with facts and arguments, like they used to do.”

“That won’t work with these people. My parents were never much on our Jewish roots, but I got tired of the God Squaders in high school telling me that I’m going to Hell. So I guess I also get tired of them trying to bring God into almost every subject and conversation, as if we still live in the Middle Ages.”

Standing, Tom raised his glass. “Let’s get a refill and check on Natalie. Like I said, we all agree on the policies, but Rhodes wants to try to get there with some bi-partisan support, which takes longer.”

“Too slow. It’s a recipe for disaster. We need to fix the country, not worry about conservatives’ feelings.”

Nodding, Tom started for the door. “OK. OK. After the midterms, there should be clear sailing.”

“I hope so. Come on, Beau. Let’s go see what Natalie’s made for us.”
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Callie Sawyer and her daughter, Grace, had walked to a park that afternoon to meet several of Grace’s friends. An hour later they were almost home to their ground-floor apartment when their landlord, Kristen Holloway, came down the steps from the row house above their apartment and started toward them.

Kristen had been Callie’s older friend and mentor since before Grace was born. They had met, and Kristen had impacted Callie’s life while working for Callie’s father, David Sawyer. She had moved to Washington six years ago to pursue her commercial real estate career, buying the row house in a downturn. When Callie landed her job as a writer for Genetic Policy two years earlier, she asked Kristen about rental units in the District, and within a month she and her daughter had moved in below her friend.

When Grace saw Kristen on the sidewalk she ran and hugged her.

“How’s my Goddaughter this afternoon?”

“Fine. We’ve been to the park!”

“It’s a great day for it. Hi, Callie.”

“Hey. You look great. Where are you off to?” At fifty, Kristen—tall, auburn/gray hair, freckles and a disarming smile—was a striking figure. 

“Our Singles Group at church is going to dinner and the symphony. Should be fun.”

Callie knew that Kristen, unmarried herself, had taken a volunteer leadership role with a small group of the younger single women at Church of the Good Shepherd. On a regular basis their church sponsored events and mixers for all its singles as an alternative to the bar scene.

“Have a great time. The sitter’s staying late with Grace, and I’m headed to a birthday party with a bunch of people I hardly know. Emily Schofield invited me, from Senator Bradshaw’s office. And you won’t believe this, but she wants to introduce me to Tom Sullivan. Isn’t that Richard Sullivan’s son?”

“Really? When you first moved here I sent an email to Richard to tell Tom about you.”

Callie smiled. “I remember. Well, we never connected. Maybe he heard I have a daughter, and that slowed him down. Anyway, I hope to meet him tonight.”

“Given the circumstance of how I first knew Richard—what, twenty years ago?—I was never close with either Tom or his older sister. But I hear he’s pretty smart.”

“Do you ever see Richard?”

“No. The occasional email. He and Janet have a very good life together, and, even though she forgave us years ago—there’s just no reason for me to be in their lives.”

Grace pulled her mother’s hand. “I’m hungry.”

“Just a second, dear. Yes, I understand. You and I have both learned a lot about forgiveness, which we don’t need to revisit. Anyway, I guess a lot of Congressional staff people will be there tonight. I’m looking forward to it. It’s been a while.”

“Enjoy yourself. And if you want to stay out past the sitter’s time, just text me and I’ll come down and watch Grace.”

“Thanks. You never know. Tell the others hello for me. Get some culture at the symphony. And we need to talk this weekend. Grace told me her teacher had each student stand up today and tell the others what sex they think they are, and why.”

“In the third grade?”

“Yes. I need help with what to say to the teacher.”

“Truth, with love. But we’ll talk.”

“Have a great night.”
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The gathering at Seth Cohen’s was well underway, with young professionals in the row house and the backyard, talking, or focused on their screens; the sun was just setting behind the tall trees on the next block, and Beau moved from person to person, offering the ball for a throw. 

Washington attracted people right out of school who wanted to do something. Not just make money, study a subject, or raise a family. These bright men and women, the youngest just out of college, the oldest pushing thirty-five, all wanted to do something that would make a difference to the nation, and perhaps the world. The entry points were as a Congressional office staffer, or as an analyst at a department like Treasury or State, or at an agency like the EPA or DEA. Or at a think tank, lobbyist firm, news network, regulator, law firm, journal, contractor, state agency, or interest group. Positions were often transitory, and people moved from job to job as they learned what really interested them and networked with others who shared their interests.  

In just a few years an entry-level job could lead to a more senior position creating policy papers or writing draft legislation. With a little more experience and subject matter focus, one could ascend to a Congressional Committee staff position, which tended to be more stable as the politicians came and went. Or to a subject matter expert at a think tank, a chief lobbyist, or a Congressperson’s chief of staff. And everyone tended to know everyone, or someone who did.

Because of the emphasis on the government doing something, most of the young people tended to be liberal and progressive—believing that some new program could cure almost any problem. Critical theory, embedded in the nation’s educational programs for decades, had convinced many of them that the nation consisted of oppressors and victims. They, the majority, were in D.C. to ensure that more equity flowed to every victim identity group.

But given the recent years of a more conservative Executive Branch and House leadership, it was becoming possible to find a libertarian or even a conservative in the mix, though they were still definitely in the minority.

These were the friends of the original apartment mates—Tom, Seth, Emily and Clayton—who eight years later were gathered to celebrate Seth’s thirty-fourth birthday. Adding in their spouses, significant others and friends, any such gathering virtually ensured that every branch, department, agency and interest was well represented. And that many overlapped in their responsibilities and perspectives. And for those unattached, there was always the opportunity for a weekend liaison, or more.

And of course members of Proklor’s army were also in attendance, listening, lying and learning useful information for future action. Balzor, Nepravel, Obman, and several others all had charges and responsibilities that intersected at a gathering like this. With the non-believers—the great majority this night—their emphasis was always on keeping each person’s focus on himself or herself: how is this conversation or connection going to help me? 

With the few believers in attendance, if a demon could stand the pain of getting near the internal spiritual light and heat, he sowed voices of Unworthiness, Doubt and Conformity. 

And with every human they looked for opportunities to encourage jealousy, hook-ups, infidelity—anything they could use later to create distrust or to gain leverage. So they were always busy, and many had other similar gatherings to monitor—including Senator Bradshaw’s dinner party—that Saturday evening.

After studying at Oxford, Tom Sullivan had begun his career with a large international bank, which meant a job in New York. But because his interest was in cybersecurity, and because he wanted to be at the center of things, after six months in Manhattan the bank transferred him to Washington to interface with the experts at the National Security Agency. That’s when he answered an ad and moved into a huge flat in a renovated older apartment building on Columbia Road with Emily and Seth, who had also answered Clayton Hunt’s ad.

After several years in the bank’s employ he was well placed, along with his mother being a former Congresswoman, to take an entry position on the newly formed White House Cybersecurity Team, and now he was the second person in the group, behind Olivia Haas, a brilliant former consultant whom President Rhodes brought in when he was elected.

At thirty-four, Tom was on the slightly older side of those celebrating that evening. He refilled his drink at the bar on the patio and was about to walk over to one of the attractive Florida media producers talking with Seth when Clayton Hunt, no longer in uniform, and his wife Andrea, came in. Tom pecked Andrea on the cheek and noted her girth with a smile and a nod. She shrugged her shoulders. They chatted at the bar while Clayton poured a glass of bourbon and a diet cola. 

When Andrea turned to a friend, Tom said to Clayton, “I suspect you may be working on the same thing I am for a trip to Camp David.”

“You would be right. Not easy, especially to prioritize. Which is worse, beheading or poison?”

“Exactly. But he’s right that we’ve got to think out of the box. We’re due for something.”

Clayton nodded. “You know, I really hate to sound like an old man, but look how many are on their phones in the middle of Seth’s party. What’s so important on a Saturday night?”

Tom smiled. “You do sound old! But I guess we are. These folks have never known a time when they’re not, like, sending or receiving. Is it any wonder that no one can keep a secret in this town?”

“Well, most of what we’re working on better stay out of texts, or we’ll really be in trouble.”

“At least you’re at the Pentagon.” He took a sip and saw Emily. “Most of these guys think a security clearance just means they have juicier stuff to share with their friends.”

“Not good. Well, I need to say hi to Seth and Natalie. Let’s talk later.”
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As Air Force One sped east over the North Atlantic, it was joined in the early morning darkness by two F-35’s from Lakenheath in the UK, replacing the Iceland-based escorts which had accompanied the flight during its middle leg. It was considered prudent to have two U. S. Air Force fighters tucked in close behind the president’s plane.

“Delta One on station,” reported Major John Grantham to the crew in Air Force One.

“Good morning,” came the reply. Grantham’s wingman, Captain Adam Hassan, clicked his mic button twice to acknowledge.

Onboard Air Force One were President Alexander Rhodes and Representative Rebecca Gordon, the Speaker of the House. It was unusual for them to travel together, but it was an unusual summit in the Czech Republic to which they were headed, along with their senior staffs and press representatives. Each had tried to sleep, but now they were sitting in the president’s office, sipping coffee and talking with Peter Sloane, the National Security Advisor, about the upcoming three days in Prague.

The Western Allies plus Russia and Turkey were coming together, with representatives from their executive and legislative branches. Their goal was to try to craft a common response to the crisis created by the interconnected issues of Iran’s just announced, previously secret nuclear weapons capability, the increasing attacks on Israel by her neighbors, and the calls from the newly empowered Islamic blocks in several Western parliaments for European governments to disavow any support for the Jewish state.

Speaker Gordon had attended graduate school in Germany and spoke the language fluently. She was considered an expert on Europe, even though it had changed dramatically in the twenty-five years since she was a student. Given unprecedented pressure from many of the indigenous parliaments, and several Muslim members of his own party who hated Israel, President Rhodes had asked the Speaker to join him and to help push a strong, united policy.

“The Sunnis in the Middle East may be nervous about Iran’s new weapons, but every Muslim leader in Europe, Sunni and Shi’ite, appears to be emboldened by the power that Iran now possesses,” said the president, slowly rotating a mug of hot coffee in his hands.

“Yes, Mr. President, and it will only get more difficult. What were steady streams of refugees from Syria and North Africa have now become near-majorities in many cities and regional governments.”

There was a knock on the door and an Aide entered. “Madame Speaker, there’s a call for you from Congressman Mentz. He says it’s about the Budget, and he needs to talk with you, if you’re available.”

The president smiled. “Go deal with the Budget, Becky. We need it. Come back when you can, and we’ll continue our conversation.”

“And I’ll go check on those position papers,” said Sloane. “We should review the final drafts before we land.”

––––––––
[image: image]


As Clayton and his wife Andrea moved to the backyard, Tom walked over to Emily Schofield and her husband, Logan, who was originally from Nicosia, Cyprus. The couple had met when Emily was on a study abroad program in London. A few years later, when Logan landed in D.C. on a six-month secondment from the Bank of England with the U.S. Federal Reserve, they’d renewed the relationship. Married three years ago, Logan had moved from regulator to lobbyist, a role at which he appeared to excel. He had recently been hired away to become the lead internal lobbyist coordinator for Juggle, the California search engine whose budget in this area exceeded $50 million.

They shook hands, and Tom pecked Emily















































[image: image]



[image: image]














[image: image]










[image: image]






































[image: image]




[image: image]























[image: image]















[image: image]











[image: image]










[image: image]











[image: image]










































[image: image]











[image: image]





[image: image]




















[image: image]














[image: image]















































[image: image]

































[image: image]












[image: image]

































[image: image]
















[image: image]



































[image: image]











[image: image]




[image: image]









[image: image]















[image: image]



















[image: image]















[image: image]





















[image: image]









[image: image]














[image: image]















[image: image]

















[image: image]








[image: image]















































































































































































































































































































[image: image]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SPIRITUAL WAR FOR THE
SOULS OF THE NATION |
- J

PARKTR HIIDSON





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





