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Prologue 


       


     Eiffel Tower, Location: Paris, France, Year: 1889 


       


     Three men climb up the stairs of the Eiffel Tower: forty-two-year-old Thomas Edison, thirty-three-year-old Nikola Tesla, and fifty-four-year-old humorist Mark Twain serving as a barrier between the two scientists. The tension between Edison and his former employee is palpable, the air so tense that Twain finds himself struggling to breathe from how anxious it makes him. Things have hardly been civil with these two men since Tesla left Edison Machine Works. Twain isn’t even sure what could have possessed Alexandre Gustave Eiffel to invite both men to the same meeting; his only guess is that Eiffel needs young Tesla’s genius for something and Edison is too deeply involved in their societies for him to not be invited. 


     On the final landing before the top of the tower, Eiffel himself is waiting for the three men with a broad smile. 


     “Bonjour, mes amis! Bienvenue à Paris. Comment allez-vous çe soir, Messieurs?” he greets them, heartily shaking each man’s hand, starting with Edison. When he comes to Tesla, he lingers a moment longer than he did with Edison and Twain, looking the younger man square in the eye. “You must be Monsieur Tesla! I have heard much about you. I am Alexandre Gustave Eiffel.” 


     “Yes, I am. Thank you so much for having me, Mr. Eiffel.” 


     Tesla grins back at Eiffel. He takes a quick look out of the corner of his eye at Edison and upon seeing the sour look on the other man’s face, his grin gets wider. 


     “Please, Nikola—if I may call you Nikola—call me Gustave.” 


     “Of course, Gustave. And yes, please, call me Nikola.” 


     Eiffel steps back and opens his arms to the three men in a grand gesture. “Well, gentlemen, we have many friends waiting for us. We should go join them before they get too impatient. I am afraid I left the bourbon unattended, so we must hurry if we wish to sample any.” 


     Tesla, Twain, and Edison laugh and follow Eiffel to the top of the tower. They stop in front of a nondescript door of the same metal and shade of black as the rest of the structure. If one did not already know it existed, it could easily be overlooked. Eiffel steps up to the door and is about to reach for the handle when he suddenly stops and looks over his shoulder at Tesla. 


     “Monsieur Nikola, what you are about to see has been seen by very, very few others,” he says. “Only the most talented and brilliant people in their respective fields, the most elite members of society, are given the honor of being here. That means you must never tell another soul about this place. Ça va?” 


     Tesla quickly nods. “Yes, Gustave. I won’t tell anyone.” 


     “Good. I appreciate your discretion, Nikola.” 


     When Eiffel opens the door, it reveals a secret apartment complete with furnishing and a kitchenette. To their left is a sitting room filled with well-dressed men sipping bourbon and chatting away. The men look up at their appearance, and several salute the newcomers with a raise of their glasses. 


     “Messieurs,” Eiffel addresses these men, “I am sure you all remember Thomas Edison and Mark Twain.” 


     Agreement rumbles throughout the group. 


     “Mark!” one of them exclaimed, motioning toward Twain with his glass. “So good to see you! Did you jump here all the way from Calaveras County? Or did you take just take the frog?” 


     The group bursts out in laughter, and Edison nudges Twain the ribs with his elbow. Even Eiffel chuckles, but Twain lets out an exacerbated sigh. 


     “No, I’m afraid some cheat poured lead shot down its throat and it was far too sluggish to make it here in time for the World’s Fair,” Twain replies, causing the men to laugh even harder. 


     Once everyone has sobered up a bit, Twain takes a seat next to his heckler and Edison sits directly across from him, leaving Eiffel standing Tesla. 


     “I would like to introduce all of you to our special guest, Monsieur Nikola Tesla,” Eiffel says, gesturing to the man standing slightly behind him. 


     The men try to greet Tesla, but he does not seem to be paying them any heed. His gaze has locked onto something to his right: a fully-equipped lab, sterilized, well-light, and filled with only the latest of tools and technology. In fact, there are many devices and tools in the lab which Tesla does not even recognize. 


     “Nikola!” 


     Eiffel’s voice snaps him back to the gathering. 


     “Yes?” Tesla asks. 


     “I was just introducing you to the group.” 


     Tesla nods and turns to face Eiffel’s guests. “Yes, of course. A pleasure to meet you all. I beg your pardon, my mind tends to wander and I could not help but notice your lab, Gustave.” 


     Gustave laughs. “Yes, I thought you and Edison both would like this addition to the apartment.” 


     “It is a very nice one, I’ll admit. Much nicer than anywhere I’ve worked before.” 


     Twain smirks and raises a brow at Edison before throwing back his bourbon. Edison glares at Tesla and sips at his drink but otherwise acts as though he has not heard Tesla’s thinly-veiled insult. 


     “Perhaps I can give you a tour after our meeting is done, ça va?” 


     “Sounds wonderful!” 


     The men meet for over three hours, but what they speak of, Tesla is not able to recall. He is too distracted wandering about the apartment and lab, in awe of the ingenuity of the architects and engineers to be able to hide such luxuries within this wrought iron lattice tower. The rooms have been supplied with the most up-to-date equipment, including electric lighting provided by—much to Tesla’s disdain—Edison’s incandescent light bulbs. He begins the other possibilities, not just for the equipment in these rooms but for the wrought iron frame that is the tower encasing them. 


     “Isn’t that right, Tesla?” 


     Tesla is brought out of his reverie by Edison’s voice scraping his eardrums. He looks around at the men’s faces and realizes that any business they had been conducting must have been over with for several minutes, replaced by more of the good-natured conversation and camaraderie that Tesla, Edison, Twain, and Eiffel had come in on. 


     “Pardon me, my mind was wandering,” Tesla explains with a sheepish grin. Edison snorts. “Would you mind repeating what you said?” 


     “I was just telling our friends here about the hilarious prank that my manager and I played on you before you quite suddenly quit Edison Machine Works,” Edison drawls, a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips. 


     Tesla’s smile disappears and brow furrows. “I don’t remember any sort of prank, Mr. Edison, but I do distinctly recall you owing me a $50,000 bonus for designing twenty-four different types of standard machines.” 


     Edison waves his hand dismissively. “That was the prank! Ah, you still don’t understand American humor after all these years, do you, my friend?” 


     All the men except for Tesla, Twain, and Eiffel laugh. Twain and Eiffel exchange a look, clearly concerned about what this argument might escalate to. 


     Tesla clenches his fist behind his back but, being the gentleman that he is, merely forces a smile and says, “I suppose not, friend.” 


     As Tesla hisses that final word, everyone else falls silent. Some men dare to sip from their drinks, the ice clanking together, but that is all that they do. Tesla and Edison stare each other down, Tesla trying to suppress his anger while Edison just watches him with unparalleled amusement. 


     “Well,” Eiffel finally says, stepping to block Tesla’s and Edison’s view of each other, “it seems that our gathering should be coming to a close, Messieurs. You will be contacted with the time and location of our next meeting. Please, remember to leave either by yourself or with one other person, and try to give a few minutes between departures to not draw attention. Merci. Bon soir, mes amis!” 


     The men trickle out in singles and in pairs, with Edison and Twain the last to leave. After half an hour or so, Eiffel and Tesla are the only two remaining. 


     Eiffel turns to Tesla. “So, you wish to have a tour of the lab, c’est vrai?” 


     Tesla nods. “Yes, please, if you would be so kind.” 


     “Come, then.” Eiffel gestures for Tesla to go first, and the two make their way from the sitting area to the lab. “What do you think of our little…organization?” 


     Tesla sighs. “I am afraid that I really did not pay enough attention to pass any judgment.” 


     Eiffel chuckles. “Yes, yes, you were very distracted, it seemed. What could have been going through that brilliant mind of yours?” 


     Tesla’s posture straightens some as Eiffel’s compliment boosts his ego. “I was just admiring your accomplishment, Gustave. The Tower itself is impressive enough, but to fit an apartment and small lab inside it as well? And for it to be completely undetectable from the outside?” 


     “Ah, yes. Well, my friends and I do like our privacy. It makes conducting business much easier, you know.” 


     Tesla nods slowly. “That is what you were doing tonight, correct? Business?” 


     “Yes.” 


     Tesla feels his cheeks flush. “I apologize for not paying closer attention. It must not have left a very good impression on the others.” 


     “C’est la vie. Think nothing of it. They know that a mind of your caliber can be hard to harness, especially when so close to technological wonders.” 


     “You flatter me.” 


     “It is true.” Eiffel chuckles. “Of course, I would be lying if I said I invited you here just to show off my toys.” He leans against a lab table that had been cleared earlier that day, and Tesla follows suit. “You see, I am looking for someone to help me design a wireless transmission system for the Tower.” 


     Tesla’s eyes widen. “A wireless transmission system? Me?” His eyes suddenly narrow with suspicion. “Why didn’t you ask Edison while he was here? He was already a member of your organization.” 


     “I talked to him before. His ideas were no good.” 


     Tesla can’t stop himself from smiling. “I didn’t think I would ever hear those words spoken about Edison.” 


     Eiffel leans toward Tesla, as though he is about to share a secret, and says in hushed tones, “You must not tell anyone this, but I do not trust him. I do not think he is as much of a genius as he wants everyone to believe. He is smart, certainly, perhaps one of the smartest men of our generation, but I feel he might be more of a showman than an inventor. I have heard many rumors about him stealing designs and patents right out from under inventors’ noses, and every rumor must start with something.” 


     “Believe me, Gustave, I understand.” 


     “I knew you would. You see, you are not like Edison. I see much potential in you, and I doubt you would ever need to steal another’s ideas. The rumors about you have been much more favorable.” 


     Tesla’s smile wavers and he feels beads of sweat gathering on his forehead. He resists the urge to pull out a handkerchief and dab them off. 


     “What might those rumors be?” 


     “That you helped to design something that went into the Washington Monument several years ago. Something so secret that you would not be able to tell me about it even if you wanted to.” 


     Tesla hesitates then nods. “Yes, you can say that something of nature occurred.” 


     Eiffel puts his hand on Tesla’s shoulder and gives it a firm squeeze. “Do not worry, your secret is safe with me. It just shows me that you are truly the best of the best.” 


     “Edison’s not going to like that,” Tesla mutters, a laugh hiding in his tone.
“Well, all the better for you, right, my friend?” Eiffel and Tesla both laugh at the inventor’s expense. “So, before I give you a tour of the lab, do you have any suggestions? As you have seen for yourself, winters can be quite harsh here and I am afraid that the wireless transmission designs we have been working on so far will not do well in such conditions.” 


     Tesla turns all the way around, scanning the room and imagining the outside of the Eiffel Tower in his mind’s eye. He stops as an idea hits him. “Gustave, have you ever considered adding an antenna to this building?” 


     Eiffel and Tesla have many of these discussions and work closely to design a wireless transmission system for the Eiffel Tower. Out of courtesy—and knowing that he would hear about it eventually and complain—Eiffel invites Edison to join them. All the older inventor does, however, is criticize Tesla’s ideas, sometimes even mocking them. Tesla and Eiffel continue the project without Edison’s toxic influence, and by the early 1900s an antenna is installed atop the Tower. A fully-operating wireless transmission system is installed not too long afterward, and by World War I, the French military is using it to search for communications among spies and their contacts. Thanks to Tesla’s design, the French military captures a female German spy and hang her for the crime of espionage in 1915. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter One
East Timor 


       


     Jungle Mountains, Location: East Timor, Southeast Asia, Year: Early 2005 


       


     A small group of people, mostly men, dressed all in black trek through the tropical jungles of mountainous East Timor. The rainy season is well underway, leaving the air heavy with humidity and the ground soft and malleable beneath their feet. Rain persisted almost nonstop since they arrived in country, but on this day they have caught a break. Rain poured the night before, causing difficulty in navigating this foreign terrain. But it had at least stopped by the time they had set out on their journey very early that morning. Darkness still reigned over the country, but it did not take long for the first signs of early morning light to start showing. The sun has already begun to peak over the trees when they reach their destination: a cluster of broken and scorched trees leading to a hole in the mud. 


     The first to approach the hole is Darren Mathews, a former S.A.S. soldier and current security contractor working with The Orange Corporation. Humidity hovers around his hot head. At least Australia’s a dry heat, Darren thinks, a flicker of a smirk before his expression returns to the solemnness appropriate for a recovery mission. Streaks of sweat gloss his face and neck. 


     He kneels beside the hole. A hole smaller than what he has encountered before. The craft inside the crater is also small and saucer-shaped with extensive damage from the crash, including scorch marks and a part of the craft nearly ripped open. Darren moves closer to the craft and takes a look inside only to find a small Grey. He watches it carefully, waiting to see if it will open its eyes, move, or even breathe. When it doesn’t, he dares to lean closer and put his ear to its chest. Nothing. He checks the wrist for a pulse. Nothing. It was, undeniably, dead. 


     Darren shouts over his shoulder, “Radio it in. One small Grey, deceased. Clearly the pilot.” 


     One of the men repeats the information into a radio. After about thirty seconds of listening to the crackling speaker, he tells Darren, “They say to bring the body along with the craft to the rendezvous point.” 


     Darren nods, his eyes never leaving the Grey. “Roger that.” 


     Some of the men join Darren in the crater. Others form a perimeter to prevent accidental discovery by wandering eyes. But Darren stands still for a few moments, his head tilted as his eyes rove over the Grey. 


     So small, he thinks. I wonder where it came from… I wonder what it wanted. 


     He sighs and shakes his head. Now is not the time to start contemplating such things. Act first, ask questions later, as the saying roughly goes. 


     After the pieces of the craft have been recovered—keeping them as intact as possible so that re-engineering it would not be too difficult—the men climb back up the mountain to the rendezvous point, Darren cradling the dead Grey’s body in his arms. Darren notes that it is unnaturally cold to the touch, even for a corpse, and wonders how long it has actually been dead—or, more specifically, what about their anatomy makes Greys so cold-skinned. The scientists back at the lab will probably know, although whether they will satisfy Darren’s curiosity for curiosity’s sake is another question entirely. 


     When they finally get halfway up the hilly terrain, they find a clearing just large enough for something to land and take off again. Just as they come to the clearing, a black Chinook helicopter hovers over the spot and gracefully lands, the twin blades still whirring as it waits on the ground for the recovery team. The sound is deafening as Darren approaches the helicopter with the Grey’s body and holds it up to one of the operatives waiting inside. The operative carefully takes it and places it in the body bag waiting on the floor next to him. 


     Darren climbs into the helicopter and helps the other members of the recovery team load and secure pieces of the downed craft. It is all rather routine for him, just another day on the job, although a brief flash of curiosity and awe runs through him every time he catches a glimpse of the body bag and thinks about the kind of creature that has been unceremoniously stuffed inside it. He still cannot shake the question of where it had come from, where it had been headed, and what it had been planning to do when it got there. 


     He takes a deep breath and thinks, Don’t even go down that road, Darren. You’re lucky that Bill kept your curiosity from killing you last time. He smiles slightly, knowing that he could never repay his friend, Bill Jenkins, for tipping him off like that. But Bill always insists it was only payback for saving him from the tunnel collapse. Darren knows full well that probably won’t be the last time they have to save each other’s hides. He sneaks another look toward the body bag as the rest of the recovery team loads into the Chinook. I’m probably just paranoid because of movies like War of the Worlds… and those close-calls I’ve had with larger aliens… and the occasional dead agent…. 


     Darren straps himself into a seat next to the ramp, which remains open as they take off. From his seat, he has a clear view of the rear blade and engine of the helicopter. He prefers this position so that he will be one of the first to know if someone starts to follow them. Better to be prepared. 


     Once they reach three thousand feet, a black fighter jet joins them as an escort. Darren allows himself to relax a bit after they fly for several minutes without incident. Still his instincts are blaring at him, demanding that he stay alert. With such clear skies, he’s not sure what this “sixth sense” could be going off about. Then he sees it: a saucer-shaped craft, identical to the one they found, coming up on the helicopter from behind. 


     “Oh, shit,” Darren mutters. His heart races. 


     “What’s that?” the man sitting next to him yells over the roar of the engine. 


     “We have company!” Darren yells at the top of his lungs, pointing at the craft as it gradually gains on the helicopter. 


     A chorus of curses echoes among the small recovery team, but the pilot and helicopter crew remain quiet. Calm, almost. Darren knows that people in their line of work are trained to stay levelheaded at all times, but their adrenaline should at least be pumping a little at the presence of an unknown craft so close to them, especially when Darren is pretty certain that the pilot of the craft is coming after them to get his comrade back. 


     Darren looks back out the ramp in time to see a second black fighter jet join the first. The two jets then pull up alongside the flying saucer-shaped disk, one on either side of the craft. Then, as suddenly as they had appeared, the two jets guide the craft away from the helicopter, as though escorting a prisoner down death row, and are soon out of sight. 


     Darren turns around to see that the other members of the recovery team had moved for a better look at the interaction, and all of them wear the same mixture of confusion and relief on their faces as Darren does. As the others return to their seats, Darren stares down one of the operatives that came with the helicopter. 


     “Where are they going with that thing?” he asks over the engines’ rattle and hum. 


     The operative does not answer him, acting as though he didn’t hear the Aussie. 


     “Where’re they going?” Darren repeats more loudly. 


     Now everyone else from the recovery team are staring at the operative and Darren, more curious about whether the man will answer him than the actual answer to the question. 


     “A secure base,” the operative finally replies. "Where they can communicate with the craft’s occupants further without interruptions.” 


     “Where?” 


     The operative fixes his gaze on Darren, his dark sunglasses hiding his eyes. “Classified.” 


     Darren considers pressing the matter but only gives one quick, obedient nod of acknowledgment. At this point, he is just glad that they were not attacked by the saucer. It’s best to pick one’s battles wisely. 


     After everyone has settled down, Darren glimpses out of the corner of his eye at the body bag strapped to the wall of the helicopter. 


     They just want their dead back, he thinks. Is that such a bad thing? 


     The helicopter lands at the Timor base within an hour from takeoff. Darren and three other members of the recovery team are unloading parts of the craft when a man in a black suit and wearing a pair of dark sunglasses approaches Darren. 


     “Mathews,” the man, General Chen, calls out to get Darren’s attention. The two men salute each other. “You need to hop the next ride to Australia.” 


     “Another mission, sir?” 


     General Chen nods curtly. “There should be another helicopter headed to Pine Gap leaving directly.” He points to the other members of the recovery team helping Darren. “You will be going as well.” 


     The men nod their acquiescence, although the general wasn’t asking. 


     “Check in at that helicopter.” General Chen points to another black Chinook helicopter just south of them. “Get going. It will be leaving as soon as it’s loaded.” 


     Darren and the other three men hustle over to the other helicopter and check in with the security contractor in charge. As they are piling into the helicopter, Darren notices that the body bag with the dead Grey inside is being handed over to the operatives with whom they would be flying. 


     I wonder where they’re taking it this time, he thinks as he straps himself into a seat. 


       


     Pine Gap - United States Military Base, Location: Northern Territory, Australia, Year: 2005, Later That Day 


       


     They touch down at the base in Pine Gap in under two hours. Darren and the other members of the recovery team, along with the Grey’s body, are led into a series of underground, man-made tunnels. At first, they all have to fall into single-file with two men carrying the Grey between them at the front of the line. Then slowly, the tunnels get wider and wider until there is enough room for them to stand three abreast. It is clear to Darren by this point that the larger tunnel system which they have just entered are not man-made and, judging by the difference in the type of stone used, must have been several millennia older, although the sleek craftsmanship makes it hard to tell exactly how old it might be without carbon-dating samples from the wall. The tunnels are lit by what appear to be electric lights, but Darren doesn’t see a way to turn them on and off and after a cursory look, the lights almost seem to be embedded in the walls of the tunnels themselves. 


     Darren does not have long to think on the construction of the tunnels as Pine Gap operatives keep urging him and the others from the recovery team forward. Just when it feels like they have been descending for mile upon endless mile down these tunnels, they come upon what seems to be a lit train station, complete with a railway and train—which looks more like the monorail at Disneyland—waiting for them. Beside the railway is a stick of a man dressed all in black like the rest of them and holding a clipboard and pen. 


     As Pine Gap personnel and the body bag approach the man next to the railway, Darren and the other members of the recovery team marvel at this underground station. At first glance, it doesn’t seem to be anything that they wouldn’t have encountered before. In fact, at least one of them mutters something about it being just like the subway system in New York City. However, when Darren takes a closer look at the train and the tracks beneath it, his breath is all but taken away. 


     “C’mon guys, get your crap together!” he calls to his teammates. 


     The other recovery team members join Darren as personnel watch them with expressionless faces but an air of amusement and superiority about them, unfazed by what they know is Darren’s discovery. When his team joins him, Darren points under the train and the other three men kneel down as he does to get a better look. Instead of wheels touching a track, the train appears to be floating above the metal rails. 


     “What the hell?” one of the recovery team members says in hushed tones. “Is it…floating?” 


     “It appears so,” Darren replies. “But how?” 


     “Magnetic levitation,” the man standing next to the railway explains. Darren and the rest of the recovery team stand up and turn to face him. “I believe the name is pretty self-explanatory.” 


     Darren’s gaze shifts from the man to the train and back again. “So it works through magnetic technology and that’s why it floats?” 


     The man nods. “In a nutshell.” 


     Darren rubs his chin, deep in thought. 


     A train that runs on magnetics, he considers. Bill would die to learn about this. So would Anna, Mich, and Dr. Emily. They’ll probably make us sign some sort of nondisclosure agreement, though. 


     As if on cue, the man directs Darren and the other recovery team members to line up in front of him and take turns signing classified information nondisclosure agreements before they could get their badges which prove they have clearance and enter the train. 


     “This is temporary clearance only,” the man explains as he hands Darren his badge, speaking slowly, as though to a nine-year-old. “Should we ever need you to come down here again, you will be given clearance once again.” 


     Darren’s temper flares at the man’s tone, but he forces the anger down into his gut and merely takes the badge. He boards the train as his teammates sign for their badges. Pine Gap operatives have already entered the train, as has the body bag with the dead Grey. Darren finds himself staring at it again when one of the operatives clears his throat and breaks Darren’s focus. 


     After everyone is on board, Pine Gap operatives take seats on the floor. Darren and his teammates exchange confused looks, but it soon becomes clear what they are doing. Before Darren and the others from the recovery team can brace themselves, the train takes off at neck-breaking speeds and knocks them clear off their feet. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Two
The Files 


       


     Underground Base, Location: United States, Year: 2005 


       


     After an hour of travel, Darren and the others lurch forward as the train slows to a stop. No one dared to stand up for the entire trip As they finally reach their destination, the operatives feel it safe enough to get up and the others hesitantly follow suit. The doors to the train open without any prompting from someone inside or outside the train. One of the Pine Gap security officers motions for Darren and another recovery team member to grab the body bag, and they walk closely behind him off the train. 


     The security detail leads the train’s passengers past the tanks and down the tunnel, Darren and the other recovery team member in the middle of the group carrying the body bag between them. 


     They work their way deeper and deeper into the bowels of the underground military base. At first, they pass by military personnel, mostly guards wearing what appear to be United States Army uniforms, marching in pairs. Yet the farther they get, the fewer people they come across until they are the only ones left in the tunnels. 


     A man from the recovery team finally gathers the courage to ask, “Where are we exactly?” 


     The soldiers which make up the security detail do not say anything for several moments. They exchange glances for a moment before one decides to speak. 


     “Alls I’ll tell you boys right now is you’re somewhere under the United States of America,” he replies in a thick Texan drawl. “Now, I must advise ya’ll to not ask any more questions of that sort…” He looks straight ahead. “Any sort.” 


     Chills run down Darren’s spine. His teammates seem to have similar reactions. They are used to the policy of not asking questions, but to have traveled halfway across the world in so little time? 


     How the hell did we get to the U.S. from Australia in less than two hours? Darren shakes his head. It’s fucking insane. 


     The soldier at the head of the security detail signals for them to come to a stop inside a large empty chamber with several doors on either side of them. In front of them is another, much narrower tunnel—more of a hallway—with more doors lining its walls. This is the only part of the underground installation that seems less than technologically sophisticated. It is in a bit of disrepair, as if a storm blew through… the dreaded underground tunnel storm, Darren muses to himself. Several construction crews bustle to and fro, patching floors and moving boxes. 


     Halfway through the chamber, on the wall to their left, is an elevator shaft. The security detail quickly examine their surroundings, as though anticipating an ambush, and then start for the elevator. 


     “Sir,” Darren speaks up as nature begins to call, “permission to relieve myself?” 


     The soldier hesitates but nods. “A guard will escort you.” 


     One of the security detail steps up and takes Darren to the hallway while the others wait for the elevator. The guard seems nervous, his eyes constantly darting about the chamber and down the hall. 


     Instead of following Darren into the hall, he points down it and says, “Go down this hall and it’s the door on the right.” 


     Before Darren could ask the guard to specify which door on the right, he has already joined the rest of the security detail at the elevator several yards away, seeming to enter a hushed but animated discussion with one of the other military personnel. 


     Darren shrugs and walks down the hall, stopping at the door which he thinks the guard had pointed to. When he enters, however, he does not find a bathroom but a storage room. Pushed against the wall and placed on metal shelves are a dozen cages holding objects of various sizes. Most of the cages have been locked up tight and covered with tarps like those used to protect furniture from damage while painting a living room. Darren turns his mini-light on and shines it on the walls, moving the beam slowly around the room. He sees that in addition to the storage room door, one of the cage doors had been left open as well in somebody’s haste to get whatever had been in there to its destination. 


     They’ll probably be back any minute, he thinks. I should leave before they do, or they won’t be the only bozo in trouble. 


     He doesn’t even make a step toward the door. Instead, Darren turns his beam of light to the ceiling, searching for security cameras. He finds four of them, one mounted to each corner of the room, but the telltale red light indicating that it is recording does not flash on any of them. Someone must have been putting files in there when they’d been called off to do something else and had forgotten to turn the cameras back on. 


     Darren seizes his opportunity and starts sifting through several boxes stacked on a nearby pallet. There are thousands of files in manila folders, some resting on top of some of the boxes. Whoever had been in there before had been searching for something, too. Either they did not find what they were looking for before they were called away or they had carelessly left the files there and rushed off with the desired document once his search was over. Darren will not be so reckless, although in his case, it would involve making sure that the files are as much a mess as they were when he arrived. 


     Over in a corner a tarp covers more boxes. A sign on the tarp makes him stop in his tracks: Tesla. Aware that even seconds count, Darren peels back the tarp. Underneath hide 18 boxes of files. He grabs a file out and sifts through at least a dozen pages inside, holding his mini-light between his teeth to free up his hands. As he rifles through the documents, three pages full of diagrams catch his eye. He does not know the language which accompanies them—he believes it might be Serbian—but he does recognize that the formulas and diagrams have been arranged very precisely and neatly, as though the writer had been trying to explain his thought processes to the reader without causing confusion. At the bottom right-hand corner of the page is the signature of none other than Nikola Tesla himself. 


     They’re originals. 


     Darren runs his fingers over the left-hand edge of the papers. The edge is straight without any signs of being ripped, but the pages are clearly from a notebook. Someone must have taken a scalpel to one of Tesla’s notebooks and cut out the pages they needed while trying not to destroy any part that could potentially be important. 


     He pulls out the three pages which had caught his interest and set the rest of the folder back and re-tucked the tarp. Upon second look, he is able to decipher that one page is an explanation of some sort. The next page contains several mathematical equations which Darren knows are crucial for re-engineering efforts. This page and the third page are also full of diagrams for some sort of craft or device. Some of the diagrams are of tubular shapes, and others appeared to be a schematic for a machine of some sort. Just like the bottom right-hand corner of the third page, the diagrams and schematics have the signature “Tesla” scribbled beneath them. What Darren cannot see—yet—are the serial numbers affixed with infrared ink. 


     Darren recalls a few conversations with Bill Jenkins, an archaeologist he had befriended when they both worked on an Orange Corporation excavation of a pyramid on Melville Island and they saved each other’s lives. Bill had said something about Tesla before, how the inventor was undervalued by the United States government in life but they had taken everything he had written or drawn up after his death. Something about the country needing to catch up to Russia and Germany, who had not ignored Tesla’s ideas like the United States had. 


     There are even rumors about him having faked his own death, he remembers Bill saying. In theory, he went to work on things that interested him with Marconi, his former rival over their discoveries and applications of the radio wave transmission technologies. 


     Darren wonders which of Tesla’s ideas could have been so important that the government stole them after deeming him unworthy of their attention in life. He can’t just pass by these documents now that he’s seen Tesla’s signature. He must find out what they are for and why the government—why anyone associated with The Orange Corporation—would want them. If they could tip the scales in favor of the United States like Tesla had for Germany and Russia during World War II, why haven’t they been implemented before now? Had they already and it was just done so quietly that nobody notices? Darren knows that he is putting his life into his own hands here, but he needs answers. 


     With one quick look around the room, he carefully folds up the three papers and slips them into the side of his boots before heading to the door. 


     Darren peeks out the door and sees no one in the hall, but he hears voices down the hall. He opens the door wide enough for him to get through and then quietly shuts it so as to not draw anyone’s attention. He continues down the hall, trying doors on the right side in his attempt to find the restroom. The first one he tries is locked, but fortunately the next one he tries is the bathroom. He slides into the bathroom and enters the stall, closing and locking it behind him. He takes a seat and breathes deeply while taking the documents out of his boot. He folds the papers as small as he can get them while still being able to roll them up. Darren knows this is incredibly risky. He knows that he could lose his life doing this. When it boils down to it, though, he feels this is something he must do. 


     Darren evacuates his bowels and wipes his butt clean, putting extra effort into it compared to normal so as to not cause any smudges that would damage the documents. With another deep breath, he inserts the papers, rolled tighter than a Jamaican joint, up his butt for closer inspection later. 


     Mere seconds after he shoves the documents up his ass, the door opens to admit Darren’s escort. Darren manages to pull up his underwear and pants before the guard can reach the stall and quickly flushes, alleviating the guard’s suspicions. Darren then walks out of the stall and washes his hands before he and the guard return to the elevator to join the others. 


     The head of the security detail eyes him. 


     “That took a while,” he remarks. 


     Darren shrugs. “East Asian food doesn’t agree with me, sir. 


     “Ah. Thought maybe too much ‘roo meat, muh-te,” he mimicks Darren’s accent, poorly. 


     Darren thickens up his accent, “I just feel lucky I made it to the loo before shit hit the fan.” 


     The other members of the recovery team chuckle, but the security detail seems a little too shocked by an independent security contractor sharing such personal information with them. Still, the comments achieve their goal of diverting the conversation away from Darren’s extended absence, and Darren allows himself a quick grin, as though amused by the reaction he received. His face then returns to neutral as everyone piles into the elevator with the dead E.B.E., or Extra Biological Entity, at the center of the group. Darren feels minor discomfort in his butt from the foreign object, but he makes himself ignore it except to wonder how anyone, male or female, could possibly find this sexually appealing or even erotic. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Three
Up in Flames 


       


     Tesla’s Lab, Location: New York City, New York, Year: March 1895 


       


     Tesla watches from out of the way of the firefighters as they work to save his fourth-floor lab—and the rest of the building—from the flames that engulf it. The entire South Fifth Avenue building had caught fire; for what reason, he does not know for sure, but he has his suspicions. None of them point to an accident. 


     He is mesmerized by the dancing flames flaring and shrinking as the firefighters attempt to dowse them with water. All of his work—models, notes, data, tools, hundreds of pictures—work both secret and declassified, all of it is gone now. All he has on him is a single book, a diary which he has been writing in for only a few days, at most. It doesn’t have nearly the amount of information in it that now fuels that fire, and it would take decades—another lifetime—to regain it. 


     Tesla frowns and his eyes glaze over. Everything he has worked on since coming to America, gone. No way to replace any of it. He doesn’t give a rat’s behind about the possessions he lost—he might later when he’s wanting for a change of clothes, but not in this moment—all he cares about are the years and years of hard work rising to the heavens in smoke. He curls the hand not holding his diary into a fist and pounds it against the side of his leg in frustration and anger. Tears gather at the corners of his eyes, which he quickly wipes away with his sleeve so that no one in the burgeoning crowd would see his vulnerability. He does not want to give whomever did this to him the satisfaction of knowing how they have affected him. He will show people that he can start again. The fact that he has to, though, causes sadness to grip tightly at his heart. 


     Later that evening, after hours of watching flames devour his life’s work, including the oscillator he had just developed to power his entire laboratory, Tesla decides to take a walk to clear his head. He tells himself again and again that it will do him no good to dwell. He must keep moving forward; that’s the only way to prevent all of his work from being entirely in vain. That’s what he keeps telling himself, hoping that the more he says it, the more likely he will be to believe it. 


     Tesla stops at a hotel where he has stayed previously. He looks it up and down, then circles the building three times, before finally stepping foot inside it. Three, six, and nine—those are the most perfect numbers in the universe, and it is by those numbers which Tesla likes to operate. This method never let him down before, and he much prefers not to break that habit now, especially considering all the bad luck that has already fallen upon him this day. He takes a seat at a table in the restaurant on the main floor and orders himself a nice, steaming pot of black coffee. The waiter brings it promptly and asks if he wants any food. Tesla politely declines and thanks him for the coffee. After the waiter walks away, Tesla pours out a cup and inhales the fumes. He puts his diary on the table and opens it up, careful to not spill a drop of coffee on its pages. 


     Tucked between two pages of the diary are five photographs, the only pictures he has left of his homeland, Smiljan in the Austrian Empire, although his family was of Serbian descent. He picks up one of the photographs, an image of his three sisters—Milka, Angelina, and Marica—standing with their father outside of the Eastern Orthodox church where he preached. This had been long after their brother Dane was killed in a horse riding accident. Tesla frowns and shuffles pictures to one of his mother, Duka. A smile lightly touches his lips. She had been such a brilliant and inventive woman. She had never received a formal education, but Tesla is certain he got his eidetic memory and creativity from her genetics and influence. He remembers fondly all the tools and mechanical appliances Duka had made at home all throughout his childhood and her love for memorizing and reciting Serbian epic poems. Yes, he most certainly got his talents from her. His father was a hardworking man of God but not quite at the same level intelligence and ingenuity as Duka. Tesla sighs and puts the photograph back. He has missed her so in the three years since her passing. 


     After replacing the photograph, Tesla writes down a date: July 10, 1856, his birthday. His mother had told him that he was born during a severe electrical storm. He postulates that that might explain his love for tinkering with electricity, but he will never know for sure. If nothing else, it makes for a good story when trying to sell his inventions. He has never had the same sort of flare and talent for self-praising as Edison does, so any extra boost he can get in that area is a great help to him. 


     Tesla closes his diary and sits back in his chair, staring blankly into the black abyss of his coffee. Here he is, thirty-nine and having to start from scratch again. His ray transmission technology has been destroyed. All the money he had invested into working with impulse ray beams that could run motors turned to ash. His models, his plans, his data, nothing but soot and smoke. He has the money to start over, that’s not a question. What he cannot replace are all the effort and meticulous notes he had accumulated in that lab. That’s not to mention the valuables he lost, all the equipment to replace, and the need to find a new lab if he is to continue his work…. 


     His shock gives way to anger. This was not an accident. This was arson, a deliberate attack on him and his work which engulfed the entire building to make it look like an ordinary fire. He feels as though a hand has reached into his chest, grabbed a hold of his heart, and started twisting it. Saboteurs certainly have torched the place, and he’s pretty sure he knows who hired them. 


     Tesla was asked to join a secret society. Just two days ago he was pressed for his answer. He gave the man who approached him, J.P. Morgan, an honest decline of the invitation, and Morgan seemed polite and cordial about the matter. All Morgan said at the time was nothing more needed to be said between them then he left. Tesla had thought that was the end of the matter, but apparently not. Looking back, he realizes that he should have known better. His lab was massive, humbled only to military labs. It boasted the best equipment available to anyone without funding from the government or, as Tesla now realizes, a secret society. If Morgan and his society could not have Tesla and his lab, no one would. 


     Tesla raises his coffee to his lips with a shaking hand. He doesn’t drink; only inhales and sits the cup back down. He wasn’t supposed to survive the fire. He knows that now. Fortunately, his lab assistant had been there and had woken Tesla to alert him to the fire or else Tesla might not have lived to grieve his loss. 


     Tesla’s brow furrows with determination. He must confront Morgan, face to face, force him out of the darkness, make him pay for what he has done. After another sip of coffee, his expression relaxes. He considers the possibility that it wasn’t Morgan. If not Morgan’s then some other society. He knows that Edison and other industrial opportunists are members of secret societies. Edison felt threatened by him for some time, and he has no doubts in his mind that his fellow inventor could hire someone to kill Tesla and destroy his work. That would prevent Tesla from making old inventions obsolete, including some of his own, and people like Edison, Morgan, and George Westinghouse, all of whom had bought his designs and implemented the infrastructures, would continue profiting from his previous work. They all want to control him and his inventions, optimize them for the benefit of their societies. Tesla’s face hardens again. He won’t let that happen. He will find a way to continue his work and expose these monsters for what they are, starting with Morgan. 


     Tesla calls the waiter over and asks for a glass of whiskey, which the waiter brings quickly. 


     “You haven’t touched your coffee, sir. It is to your liking?” 


     Tesla smiles. “Yes, it is. I never drink it. I only inhale it.” 


     “Ah. Well then this inhale is on the house then!” 


     “Thank you, young man.” 


     “I will bring your check directly, sir.” 


     Tesla throws back the drink, pulls out his wallet, and puts down enough money to cover the bill and a modest tip before leaving with his diary. 


     No one will see him in public for days. 


       


     J.P. Morgan’s Home, Location: 219 Madison Avenue, New York City, New York, Year: March 1895, Several Days Later 


       


     J.P. Morgan sits in a plush armchair at his polished-oak desk, reading the paper. His mustache ruffles as he flusters breath through his nose. His eyes are fixed on an article about the fire at 33-35 South Fifth Avenue. No indication of Tesla’s death. That coupled with one of his informants telling him that he had seen Tesla at a restaurant the evening of the fire, after the blaze already destroyed the entire six floors of the building, proves to Morgan that his attempt on Tesla’s life failed. 


     Damage control is all that Morgan can think about now. Surely Tesla will suspect foul play and after their most recent encounter, Morgan knows that he will top Tesla’s suspect’s list. Tesla will most likely try to out him and demand compensation through some sort of public medium, probably The New York Times. The more popular the publication, the better. Tesla will want to humiliate Morgan and ruin him socially as well as financially and might even try to get him arrested. Morgan’s contacts will never allow that to happen, but his reputation and business would never survive such a social blow, and he may no longer be considered useful to his society. Morgan shudders at the thought. 


     No, that will not happen, he resolves. I won’t let it. 


     He pounds his fist on his desk, glad the house is empty except for him and the servants working on the lower floors. 


     Morgan knows he has to find a way to keep Tesla quiet. Another attempt on his life is out of the question, at least for a while. Too suspicious. But if he learned one thing from his dealings with Andrew Carnegie: Money, even between mortal enemies, can be quite persuasive. His lips curl slightly upward. 


     Morgan sets about arranging a private meeting with Tesla to discuss a gift of $150,000 to rebuild Tesla’s lab. 


       


     Central Park, Location: New York City, New York, Year: March 1895, Same Day As The Fire, Later That Night 


       


     After leaving the restaurant, Tesla continues his walk around New York City and soon heads for Central Park. For as long as he has been in New York, he loves to go to parks and feed the pigeons which gather there. He often even takes home the injured ones and nurses them back to health, but he will not be doing that today or for quite some time, not until he can find a new lab. Still, he can at least enjoy the birds’ company and clear his mind for a while. 


     Tesla stops at a bakery along the way and buys a loaf of bread to share with the pigeons. When he reaches Central Park, he walks straight to his favorite bench and is immediately surrounded by the creatures which so many others consider to be nuisances. He breaks off a piece of the bread and gently tosses some crumbs from it, alternating between feeding it to his winged friends and taking bites himself. With all the stress, coffee, and alcohol he has ingested, Tesla knows that he needs to eat something. He just had not felt a desire for any of the food at the restaurant, and the freshly baked bread smells too good to resist. 


     He allows his mind to wander as he watches the pigeons hop from crumb to crumb. There has to be something he can do. He had been in the midst of designing high-frequency oscillators for electro-therapeutic and other uses; he knows he must strike the iron while it’s still hot, but he can’t do that without access to a lab. As much as it pains Tesla to consider this, Edison has offered to loan him one of his labs in the past, perhaps he will do the same now. It would by no means be a permanent solution, but it would help Tesla until he finds somewhere else to conduct his experiments. 


     He sighs, and a couple of the pigeons look at him and tilt their heads, as though to ask him what's wrong. There’s still the matter of money. He has lived quite comfortably up to this point, but he lost everything in that fire. Tesla must somehow replace all of his lab equipment as well as some personal belongings, most especially clothing. He knows how to eat on a minimal budget, but if he is to convince Edison to let him use one of his loaner labs, he knows he will have to make it “worthwhile” for Edison, and that usually means giving the other inventor money. For all that Tesla thinks and says about Edison, he must admit that Edison is a much shrewder and more prudent businessman than he has ever been. That gives Edison a sizeable advantage over Tesla, and it’s one that Tesla is not quite sure he is able to fix. He needs to get money, somehow…. 


     A light bulb illuminates Tesla’s mind. He tosses a few final crumbs to the pigeons, rolls up the end of the paper bag holding the rest of his bread, and hurries out of the park. 


     Tesla soon arrives at the home of Brent Black, an investor he has been in regular contact with and who has shown great interest in Tesla and his inventions for some time. Tesla knocks on the door and waits. He is well aware that his appearance is not the best for speaking with a potential investor, but he’s desperate and does not have the time or the resources to change into something more presentable. 


     Brent Black answers the door. His eyes widen at the sight of Tesla. 


     “Nikola Tesla,” he mutters. Then with a louder, more jovial voice and a smile, he says, “Good evening, my friend! Tell me, to what do I owe this pleasure?” 


     Tesla tries to return the smile, but it wavers. “Good evening, Mr. Black. Please, may I come inside?” 


     Brent gives Tesla a quick once-over. Disheveled hair, clothes askew, a generally unkempt appearance… and is that soot on his shirt? This is not the dapper, put-together Tesla that Brent has gotten to know. 


     “Of course,” Brent final replies. He steps to the side of the doorway and motions Tesla inside. “Please, come in.” 


     Tesla briskly walks into Brent’s home after receiving the invitation, trying to appear casual but clearly nervous about something. Just seeing Tesla like this has gotten Brent’s heart racing. He leads his guest into the sitting room, where flames are roaring in the fireplace, and they each sit in soft, luxurious armchairs. 


     “What’s on your mind, Nikola?” Brent asks as Tesla sets his bag of bread next to his chair. 


     “I don’t suppose you heard any gossip today, have you?” Telsa searches his host’s eyes. “About my lab or any buildings which caught fire?” 


     “I… yes. Yes, I have. I mean, I heard word about a building which caught fire on Fifth Avenue while I dined with an acquaintance... it was your building?” 


     “My lab was on the fourth floor, yes.” 


     “I’m so sorry, my friend.” Black stands. “Might I offer you a drink?” 


     Tesla nods. “The stronger, the better.” 


     “Bourbon or scotch?” 


     Tesla cringes at the memory of Edison and the others drinking bourbon at Eiffel’s secret gathering six years ago. He also harks back to his friendship with Sir James Dewar. “Scotch.” 


     Brent goes to his kitchen to retrieve a couple crystal glasses and a bottle of the best scotch he has. 


     “From what I heard, the fire was horrendous.” He clinks ice cubes into the tumblers. “Destroyed the entire building.” 


     “I watched it. It did.” 


     “What happened, if I may ask?” Black pours the fine single malt. “Did someone leave a fireplace unattended? Knocked over a lantern, a candle?” 


     Tesla shakes his head as he takes the glass Brent offers him. “I’m afraid it was nothing so mundane.” 


     Brent raises his eyebrow at Tesla. “Do you think it was arson?” 


     “Without a doubt.” 


     “But who would—” 


     “Someone who wants my research destroyed and me dead.” 


     Brent sucks in a deep breath. “Do you think it was Edison?” 


     “It’s possible, considering all the rumors he has been spreading about alternating current, going so far as to electrocute animals.” 


     Brent takes a sip of his whiskey and leans toward Tesla. “Really? Ol’ Tom is certainly an elephant in the room then.” 


     “But he’s not the only elephant. Not even my top suspect.” 


     “Who could possibly hate you more than Edison?” 


     Tesla smirks but it soon disappears. “I didn’t say the person hates me necessarily, but they wanted to send a message.” 


     “A message? From whom?” 


     Tesla takes a drink before replying, as though hoping the liquid courage would supply him with real courage. “Morgan!” 


     “JP? Tusk tusk,” Black teases. “Men like Morgan would rather destroy you than kill you.” 


     “Morgan approached me about joining a secret club. Some little cloke and dagger thing. I think to control my inventions and me, to slow down my advances and ensure that they could continue profiting off of my previous patents. A couple of days ago, I declined his offer. He didn’t seem bothered by it at the time, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he arranged for this… accident.” 


     Brent pensively stares into the fire for several moments. 


     “I’ll look into it for you,” he replies. 


     Tesla weakly smiles. “Thank you.” 


     “Think nothing of it.” 


     They sit in silence for a few minutes, sipping at and refilling their drinks, before Tesla speaks again. 


     “Mr. Black—” 


     “Please, Nikola, call me Brent.” 


     “Brent, has anyone been asking questions about my designs to… improve the Statue of Liberty?” 


     “The ones for inside the torch?” 


     Tesla nods. He was hired to secretly design a wireless transmission system and discretely place it inside the torch of the Statue of Liberty, and Brent Black is the only person outside of Tesla and the people who hired him who is aware of the project. At least, that is what Tesla thinks. But after this attack on his lab, he’s not sure what to think anymore. 


     Brent shakes his head. “If they are asking, they aren’t asking me.” 


     Tesla sinks back into the armchair and puts his forehead in his free hand. He’s relieved that no one has been poking their noses around Brent, but that still means that they could be asking someone he doesn’t know about, and that thought worries him more than if they were just discussing it with Brent. 


     Seeing the concern in his friend, Brent decides to change the subject. 


     “What are your plans following this fiasco?” he asks. 


     “I’m not sure. I might be able to get a loaner lab from Edison, but nothing guaranteed.” 


     Brent snorts. “No offense intended, but why would Edison want to lend you a lab?” 


     Tesla chuckles dryly. “I know it sounds strange, but he has extended that offer to me before. I don’t see why he would rescind it now.” 


     “Again, why would he lend a lab to you?” 


     “Well he’s always relished an association, at least in name, to my work.”  


     “Yes! If by relish you mean taken credit for.” 


     “But probably more to keep an eye on me. That’s my guess. He wants to keep tabs on my progress and might even try to sabotage some of my experiments if my projects advance too quickly for his comfort.” 


     Brent hesitates then asks, “Do you think that has anything to do with him being a Master Mason?” 


     “Without a doubt.” 


     “Are you sure that is the only way you can access a new lab?” 


     Tesla sighs and rubs his forehead. “Until I can afford to lease one somewhere else, yes. I have no other options. Everything went up in flames, Brent. My hands are tied here.” 


     Brent takes a long, deliberate sniff then sip of his whiskey. “What would it take to get you back to your work?” 


     “Money.” 


     “Well, that’s an area where I can provide you with some aid.” 


     “Are you certain?” 


     “It might take some doing, but I believe I can find the funds for you sooner rather than later.” 


     Tesla gives Brent a broad—though exhausted—smile. “Thank you, my friend. Thank you so much!” 


     Brent grins. “Again, think nothing of it. We will get you all set up and find out who did this to you.” 


     “I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to repay you—” 


     “I am always happy to help a friend.” Brent’s eyes twinkled. “We can arrange a more official investment arrangement at a later date.” 


     Tesla chuckles along with Brent, although he isn’t entirely sure if Brent is teasing him. 


     “Well,” Tesla says as he sets his glass on the knee-high table in front of them, “I should go find a place to stay for the night so I might have the strength to face Edison tomorrow.” 


     Brent waves his hand dismissively. “Nonsense. You’ll stay here.” 


     “You’re too generous—” 


     “I insist.” 


     For the next few months, Tesla reluctantly works in Edison’s loaner lab, well aware that his competition is watching his every move, making notes of his advancements and keeping track of how far along he is getting. Tesla is hesitant to make any real progress during this time, but both his determined heart and his busy mind would not let him stay still or move slowly for too long. Fortunately, Brent Black proves true to his word and gets him the money as soon as is physically possible, and Tesla moves out of Edison’s lab without so much as the “Goodbye to the Edison Machine Works” with which he had quit years ago. By July 1895, Tesla has found himself a new lab to rent on two floors of a building at 46 East Houston Street in New York City. 


     Feeling that he is finally out of Edison’s ring of influence once again, Tesla allows himself a breath of relief and returns to his work with renewed vigor. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Four
Pine Gap 


       


     Underground Base, Location: United States, Year: 2005 


       


     Darren remains silent for the rest of their excursion. As the others talk, he only responds when it is necessary to avoid suspicion. His mind is split between the present moment as he tries to keep up appearances and the files safely lodged up his rectum. It’s an uncomfortable scenario, but not something he is unused to. What he’s impatient about is being able to unfold these documents and take a closer look at them, perhaps have Bill and Dr. Emily examine them since he doesn’t know a lick of Serbian. 


     He barely notices as the security team leads him and the rest of the recovery team to a room designed specifically for storing the bodies of deceased E.B.E.’s. His teammates appear taken aback by the rows and rows of cryogenic chambers being used to preserve the remains of Greys, Reptilians, and almost every other kind of E.B.E. which the world’s governments and Orange have allowed them to know exist. Darren, though, is hardly fazed. He mentally notes how they got to this storage room and everything he is seeing within it for future reference, but it is hard for him to concentrate with everything else on his mind. He wonders if he should show the documents to Anna as well. She is his wife and they keep no secrets from each other, but he also knows that Anna may have mixed reactions to what he has done. It’s not unlike things that Anna has done before—he distinctly remembers the night she brought home those documents about the cryptids and other genetic experiments—but that doesn’t mean that he should put her in danger by making her keep his secret. Yet she has had her issues with Orange and other CIA umbrella companies for some time now… Darren’s just not sure if she will maintain her silence for him, should the Hidden Hand grow suspicious of him after this trip, or if she even should. She has Dana to think of, after all. 


     After the security team has secured the Grey’s body, Darren and the other three members of the recovery team are escorted back down the elevator and onto the mag-lev. The tanks are still pointed at the train when they arrive at the depot, and Darren isn’t the least bit surprised. The security and recovery teams only have time to salute each other before the train doors close. Darren and his teammates, having learned from the trip up there, quickly sit on the ground before the train rushes back to Pine Gap. 


       


     Pine Gap - United States Military Base, Location: Northern Territory, Australia, Year: 1985 


       


     Four days. Four long days of intense interrogation designed to break them mentally while still keeping them physically alive, but they are part of the Special Air Service. They won’t break so easily, and Agent Anna Coltz knows it. It’s almost amusing, actually. They probably underestimate her just because she’s a woman, but she has a few tricks up her sleeve. Before becoming a CIA operative, she had trained as a nurse with a focus on mental health, and her education before that was in psychology. She knows more than enough to bend these men to her will. Mostly, she needs to find out how and why they entered Pine Gap in the first place. Most Aussies aren’t so boneheaded as to come near the U.S.-owned land. 


     Of course, these men certainly aren’t boneheaded in any way, either, she thinks as her eyes train on one S.A.S. operative in particular: twenty-something-year-old Darren Mathews. Her expression does not change, but mentally she muses, I suppose you could say that one’s pretty easy on the eyes, too. I wonder if he has the guts to go with those rugged looks or if he’s just eye-candy. 


     Darren stares back at Anna with a white-hot fire burning in his eyes. In hindsight, it had been a pretty stupid risk for them to take, he knows that now as he sits in the dimly lit interrogation room, but orders are orders, no matter how secretive. Besides, he and his S.A.S. buddies had been doing something good for their country, checking what those no-good Yanks were doing with their Australian land. At least, that’s what the official from the Australian government had wanted them to observe what the Americans were doing above ground at night.. Why should the American CIA be allowed to keep a chunk of Australia from the rest of the country and not have to tell the Australian government what they’re doing there? It was time that Pine Gap’s secrets were released to the Australian public. Of course, it’s that sort of thinking which has landed him face-to-face with a CIA interrogation officer, tied to a chair with no rest and minimal water, resisting the urge to tell her exactly how he feels about the situation. 


     “Mr. Mathews,” Anna says in a smooth, gentle voice as she approaches him. She can tell he’s a little shaken up by the fact that she knows his name, and deep down, she feels a sense of smug satisfaction from it. “Darren Mathews of the Special Air Service. I already know who you are, who each of you are. What I need to know is why you are here and how you got in here. Then you can all return to your regiment in Western Australia.” 


     “I severely doubt you will let us go just like that,” Darren snorts. 


     “You’ll never know if you keep resisting.” 


     “Exactly how many people you’ve interrogated have fallen for that line?” 


     Anna doesn’t respond immediately. After a couple minutes, she finally replies, “Well, Mathews, you only have a few options here. Most of them don’t end well for you. All the ones in which you don’t cooperate with us do not work out in your favor. So, you can either work with me and things might end somewhat peacefully or you can risk rotting here and probably even lose your lives. What do you say to that?” 


     With a charming smile, Darren says, “Well, if that’s the case, Agent Coltz, I must politely ask you to go jump in a lake.” 


     Anna almost cracks a grin at this remark, but she does not let her façade fail her for even a moment. 


     “Very well, we will try a different approach.” She motions the armed guards forward. “Take everyone except for…” she glimpses at one of the files on the metal table, “Mr. Scobbie into the room next door. Perhaps things will be more productive one-on-one.” 


     The guards nod and untie everyone except for Blair Scobbie from the chairs, quickly grabbing a hold of their arms as they force them out of the room. Darren glances back at Anna and Scobbie, but he cannot tell from either person’s expression what might happen next. 


     Over the next several hours, the S.A.S. operatives are led one by one into the interrogation room. Not one of them spoke a word when they came back out, but each has a pensive look on their faces, as though in thought. Darren is the last of them to be taken in to speak with Anna. 


     After the guard has seated Darren and secured him to the chair, the guard stations himself on their side of the door, which as much privacy as he’s willing to grant them for fear of an escape attempt. They might be from the CIA, but Darren is one of the best the S.A.S. has to offer, and none of them want to take any chances. 


     Anna appears a little agitated, but this sign of emotion disappears almost instantly as she turns to face Darren. 


     “Comfortable, Mr. Mathews?” 


     Darren does not respond. 


     “Am I to assume you are still unwilling to reveal why or how you all came to be here?” 


     His silence is an answer enough for her. 


     “That’s what I thought. Fortunately for you, I don’t really care about that anymore.” 


     Darren arches an eyebrow at her. “You don’t?” 


     Anna tucks a stray hair behind her ear. Darren is embarrassed to admit that he finds the gesture cute, at least when she’s doing it, but of course, he won’t make such an admission out loud. 


     “No. I’m interested in learning more about you.” 


     Darren tries to swallow, but his throat is too dry for him to. 


     Anna picks up on of the files and flicks it open. “Mathews, Darren. It says here that you spent four years in the Royal Australian Regiment and this’s your fifth year with the Special Air Service. According to your records, you're a model soldier with a rather impressive skill set and a sharp mind.” 


     Darren suppresses the urge to simultaneously roll his eyes and let her comments stroke his ego. 


     “You must also be rather bold to trespass upon any government’s land like you have here at Pine Gap. I’d dare say you could be called fearless.” She smirks up at him. “Cocky.” 


     Confusion has overrun his mind by this point, but he does not show it. He cannot figure out where she is going with this. 


     “You have the kind of cockiness which, if handled improperly, can lead to stupid mistakes, such as neglecting the fact that we use thermal cameras as part of our high-altitude monitoring of the land around Pine Gap and that your body heat would make you and your buddies stick out like a whole handful of sore thumbs.” 


     Darren shifts in his seat as he feels both anger and embarrassment build inside of him. How could he have forgotten about high-altitude monitoring? The others had depended on him as their leader on this excursion. This could have all been avoided if he had just taken aerial security into account. 


     “But I think this slipup is just that, a one-time slipup. A lapse in judgment, as it were,” Anna continues. “I don’t think you’re normally like this. I think that you’re normally one of the best the S.A.S. has to offer.” 


     “What are you getting at, Agent Coltz?” Darren snaps before he can stop himself. 


     “I’m going to assume you’re not usually this impatient, either.” She closes his folder and puts it back on the table. “Do you remember what you saw the couple of nights you were out there watching our activities?” 


     Of course, Darren remembers. He and the other S.A.S. operatives had seen several triangular craft landing in the area. While not typically something he would pay too much attention to, these crafts did not look like anything he ever saw among those used by Australia or the United States. They had almost seemed like something straight out of a science fiction movie. 


     “Yes.” 


     “How would you like to work with such technology and other people who have seen things similar to what you have?” 


     “What do you mean?” 


     “I have a proposal for you. Come work for CIA as a security asset.” 


     Darren is taken aback. “Excuse me?” 


     “From what I’ve seen of you and your files, you are a unique and talented man, Mathews. The agency could use a man like you. I asked your colleagues as well.” 


     Darren can’t say that he isn’t flattered by the offer. “What did they say?” 


     “What matters is what you say.” 


     He knows what that means: they had all said no. 


     “What’s the catch?” 


     “No catch. You will have to leave the Australian military, though.” 


     There’s the catch, Darren thinks. 


     “I’ve put a lot of work into my military career,” he tells her. 


     “I know, but you will get to do and see things you couldn’t even dream of if you came to work with us.” 


     Darren hedges. He considers refusing on general principle, but part of him argues that this is all his fault in the first place. He had been the one to forget about high-altitude monitoring. He hadn’t even considered the possibility of there being thermal cameras positioned everywhere. If there’s a chance that he can get all of them out of this, shouldn’t he consider it? 


     “I’ll think about it,” Darren finally says. 


     Anna raises her eyebrows then nods. “Fair enough.” She looks to the guard. “Bring the others back in.” 


     The guards escort Darren’s friends back into the room in single-file and secure them to the chairs once more. 


     Anna picks up her files and turns to the S.A.S. operatives. 


     “We’ll pick this up again tomorrow, boys.” She flashes them a large, phony smile, though her eyes soften when they land on Darren. “Perhaps another restless night will help clear your clouded judgment.” 


     Darren glares after Anna as she leaves them alone with some armed guards. Even in his infuriated and sleep-deprived state, he can’t help but let his eyes rove over her form and think to himself, Nice ass. 


       


     Pine Gap - United States Military Base, Location: Northern Territory, Australia, Year: 1985, Two Days Later 


       


     Darren watches with a mixture of contempt, exhaustion, and intrigue as Anna walks into the interrogation room for the sixth day in a row. She has been his only way of keeping time since being captured by the CIA agents. When she comes in, it must be some time close to morning. When she leaves, it’s probably either very late at night or very early in the morning. The armed guards change regularly as well, but other than providing an estimated timeframe for their shifts, this rotation does nothing to help Darren keep a realistic grip on time. 


     He is envious of how well-rested Anna looks. Her eyes are not bloodshot as they dart attentively from one S.A.S. soldier to the next, and there are no bags beneath them; her clothes are clean and wrinkle-free; her hair shines from a fresh shower, and Darren swears that he can even smell her shampoo. Coconut? No. Green apple? No, definitely not. Whatever it is, the smell alone is making his stomach rumble. 


     He’s not sure which will drive his mates crazy first: the hunger, the thirst, the sleep deprivation, or the overwhelming aroma of their own sweat as they become soaked by it. They have just been lucky in that the guards have allowed them to relieve themselves in a bucket, more for the sake of the guards not having to smell it than any courtesy toward Darren and his friends. Of course, with only being given barely enough food and water to survive, this problem has become less and less prominent with each passing day. 


     Anna’s cold stare is not broken as her lips turn upward in a mirthless smile. 


     “Hello, gentlemen,” she says in the same formal, superior tone with which she has started each of these interrogation sessions. “I do hope you have enjoyed your stay here so far.” 


     Darren chances a glance over at his friends. Most of them have remained stone-faced, just as they have been trained to do under interrogation and instigation. However, the eye of one of the men—Mark Wood—twitches, and Darren tries his best to make sure he doesn’t start holding his breath. Mark has always had a bit of a short fuse, but he’s still one of the best in the S.A.S. Hopefully he can continue to keep a cap on that temper until they’re somehow able to get out of there. 


     “I assume that you have all been thinking over my offer,” Anna continues. 


     None of them speak. Anna looks to Darren, hoping that he might provide her with something she can build upon, but she can extract nothing from his face or body language. 


     “Very well. I really was hoping you would change your minds. Given your collective military history—” 


     “You don’t know anything!” Mark accuses, trying to call what he thinks is her bluff. 


     Darren stares down Mark, as though to telepathically tell him to shut up, but the other man does not seem deterred. 


     “There’s no way you could have gotten all of our information in such a short amount of time,” Mark resumes, fueled by his irritability and bravado. 


     “I read Mr. Mathews’s information to you—” 


     “You probably just focused on getting all of his information and have been bluffing about the rest of us.” 


     Anna sighs and selects a file from her pile. 


     “Wood, Mark, correct?” she says as she looks at Mark from behind the file. “Let’s see what we have on you.” 


     The color slowly leaves Mark’s face as Anna begins to reveal every detail of his military history and some personal details as well: his service number, his birth date, his hometown, the exact date he enlisted, where he went for training, every regiment he has ever been in, the exact date he joined the S.A.S., and even the amount of flight hours he logged before officially getting his pilot’s license. She details the time he has spent stationed in Papua New Guinea and the Middle East. It is at this point that Darren looks over to see that the color has not just returned to Mark’s face; his face, ears, and neck now glow red with rage. 


     “Fuck you, Americans, and the CIA!” Mark proclaims. 


     “Mate!” Darren snaps, but it’s too late. 


     “You want to know what happened while I was in the Middle East? Because I can guarantee you that it’s not in that damn file of yours.” 


     Anna tilts her head at him. “Oh, really? Please…” She extends her hands toward him. “Enlighten me.” 


     “The CIA has put underground bases in Iraq and other Middle Eastern countries. I’m not talking about one or two; I mean dozens of them. Dozens of secret underground bases all over the Middle East that are controlled by the CIA, and someday they’ll be interconnected—” 


     “Exactly how do you know this?” Anna asks, her tone more than a little irked. 


     “When I was stationed in the Middle East, I was there when they fucked up and made mistakes that had to be cleaned up, like cave-ins and accidental sightings by civilians or unauthorized military personnel. Hell, I was even there for the construction of some of the bases. And like I was saying, they have plans to someday interconnect them in anticipation of an American-controlled underground oil pipeline. It’ll start in Iraq, go through Syria, and then make its way all the way to the ocean, where fuel tankers from America and its allies will pick it up. I guarantee that one hundred percent.” 


     “You’re cracking from lack of sleep,” Anna retorts. 


     “You wanna bet?” Mark spat. “You said I served in Papua New Guinea, right?” 


     Anna nods. 


     “While I was there, the CIA were making deals with the Indonesians to make drugs, which would then go to the CIA’s funding programs and pay for unspeakable things—” 


     “Name one,” Anna demanded. 


     “They never dared mention it, especially not in front of an outsider like me.” 


     “Then how do you know that these deals even existed?” 


     “I may not have seen where the money went to, but I sure as hell know where it all came from. And that’s not all. The CIA sends fuel ships to buy cheap fuel in Africa in areas where oil spills and other disasters have wrecked the environment and the local economy. Then they sell it to desperate countries like North Korea for a hefty profit.” Mark dares to look Anna straight in the eye. “America’s foreign policy is a joke, and your country is the reason why the rest of the world is going to shit right now.” 


     “Bullshit.” 


     “Maybe it’d be bullshit if the CIA were working alone, but they’re not. They have many umbrella corporations working under them in the United States and around the world. Want me to name some of them?” 


     “I’ve never heard about any of this—” 


     “Tell me, Agent Coltz, exactly how many of these countries have you been to?” 


     Anna hesitates. “None.” 


     “Exactly how many assignments have you had outside the United States?” 


     “That’s classified.” 


     Mark snorts. “Right, so I’m guessing that that means Pine Gap is your first. Have you even had any war experience?” 


     “Once again, that’s classified.” 


     “You’re essentially a greenhorn, Agent Coltz. They don’t trust you with the big stuff yet—” 


     “They trust me with big stuff, Wood. Cosmic-sized, you could say. I have seen things that would make your skin crawl—” 


     “Like what? Why don’t you enlighten us?” 


     “That’s—” 


     “Classified,” Mark mocks her. 


     “Agent Coltz,” Darren intercedes before Anna can reply. “May I speak with you in private, please? I would like to discuss your offer again.” 


     Most of her anger dissipates, but her back and shoulders remain straight as a train rail. 


     “Very well.” 


     Anna motions to the guards, who quickly take the other S.A.S. operatives and lead them out of the room. Two guards grab a hold of Mark, just in case. Soon Anna and Darren are left alone with one guard at the door. 


     “Have you come to a decision?” Anna asks, her oddly warm eyes searching his face. 


     “Yes.” He takes a deep breath. “I want to cut a deal with you.” 


     “You mean other than what I have proposed?” 


     He nods. “Yes. I will leave the S.A.S. and become a security asset for the CIA, so long as my mates can return to serve in their regiments for as long as they wish. Then they can decide if they want to come join me in working for you guys.” 


     Anna folds her arms over her chest and leans back against the table. “That all?” 


     “I want to know what I’m getting into, of course.” He lifts his hands and dodges his head between them. “At least an idea of how I’ll be used.” 


     “Fair enough.” She pauses, trying to find the right words to voice her thoughts. “You will be on a recovery team. Securing perimeters while members of other units come to a scene and retrieve things like the crafts that you and your friends saw the night that we caught you. You will also be expected to keep the experts from hurting themselves.” 


     “Experts?” 


     “Archaeologists, geologists, linguists, metallurgists, and whatnot.” 


     “Safe, huh?’ 


     The agent’s posture relaxes. “Yeah,” her voice softens. 


     “And that’s it? Secure the perimeter of retrieval sites and make sure a bunch of eggheads don’t get themselves hurt?” 


     “Exactly.” 


     Darren nods. “All right, I’ll do it. I’ll come work for you if you let my mates finish out their military careers. Is it a deal?” 


     Anna smiles, holds her hand out to Darren, and replies, “Deal.” 


     Darren grasps her hand tightly and gives it a firm shake. “In the meantime, you can teach me about this phrase whatnot.” 


     Agent Cotlz smiles. 


     Darren and the others are allowed to return to their base the next day. All of them, including two younger soldiers from Darren’s S.A.S. regiment named Trevor Dickson and Blair Scobbie, are immediately punished and instructed to never speak of the incident again. Darren retires from the S.A.S. and goes to work for the CIA as a security asset as promised. Dickson and Scobbie stay in the military through many tours in Afghanistan as well as missions to Libya, Papua New Guinea, Malaysia, and East Timor. Yet they are never able to get the incident out of their heads. They are never able to shake off the shock of how quickly the CIA was able to obtain such detailed dossiers on each of them nor able to shake the feeling they are being followed and watched even at the base in Perth. After they retire, their paranoia sends both Dickson and Scobbie off the grid, only occasionally popping their heads out for a look around and only each other and Darren ever knowing where they have settled. 


     None of them ever hear from or about Mark Wood again. 


       


     Darren’s And Anna’s Apartment, Location: Oregon, Year: 1987 


       


     It does not take long for Darren’s interest in Anna to grow romantic and, to his slight surprise, she warms up to him as well. To avoid any workplace conflicts, they try to see each other in secret, the recovery team’s worst-kept secret. 


     “It’s a good thing you’re better at keeping company and government secrets than personal secrets,” one of Darren’s old war buddies Mich, also recruited for The Orange Corporation, teases him on more than one occasion. 


     “Shut up, mate” serves as Darren’s stock response. But he can never hide the grin which creeps across his face when he’s reminded that he has actually managed to capture Anna’s heart. 


     Anna arranges for him to be involved in recovery missions involving non-terrestrials and their technology, knowing that “aliens” fascinate him and curious to see how he would handle issues which arise with any survivors of craft crashes. Darren worries about receiving special treatment from her and even suffers through relentless teasing from other security contractors about the matter. She assures him that’s not the case. What Darren does not know is that Anna’s special arrangements are motivated as much by her own desperate need as they are by her interest in him. 


     After a couple of years of working together on recovering important material for the CIA from the field and moving into an apartment together, marriage becomes the elephant in the room. Anna’s hints are hard for Darren to miss, and he grows anxious around her. He knows that she wants to get married; she probably wants children, too, a family. She has told him many times that she wants to settle down once she feels that her stint with the CIA is over. 


     Does she want to get married NOW? he asks himself constantly. Is she waiting for me to pop the question? Does she expect a traditional wedding with a big honeymoon and a white dress? This thought always makes him smirk. It wouldn’t exactly be appropriate for her, but she has to keep up appearances for her family. She’s definitely good at that. But is now the right time? Does she even want it now, or does she still want more time with the CIA? What am I supposed to do? 


     One night, Darren returns home late to find Anna on the couch, still up and waiting for him. 


     Oh God, he thinks, she wants to have the talk. 


     “Hello, love,” he says as he hangs up his jacket. “You’re up late.” 


     “I was waiting for you.” She pats the cushion on the couch beside her. “Come sit down. I want to talk.” 


     If nothing else, Darren has to admire Anna for her bluntness. There are many other things he admires her for, but this is certainly one of the rarer qualities to have in this world—at least he’s never left wondering if what she says is what she means. He takes a seat beside her and clasps his hand together in his lap. 


     “What ya wanna talk about?” 


     “You’ve been acting rather… strange lately,” she replies immediately, as though she had just been waiting for the opportunity to speak again. “Outside of work, you seem distracted around me and, well, almost like you’re avoiding me. Are you hiding something from me?” 


     Darren flashes her his most charming smile and grabs her hand. 


     “No, of course not,” he replies with a squeeze of her hand. “You know that I can’t hide anything from you.” 


     She searches her face for a moment then sighs and shakes her head. “No, you can’t. That’s why you should know better than to feed me bullshit like that.” 


     Darren feigns a confused expression so convincing that for a split second, Anna wonders if maybe she is wrong about something going on with him. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.” 


     “Mathews,” she says. 


     Darren cringes, knowing that he’s in trouble whenever she uses his surname. 


     “I’m not talking as your superior or even as your colleague. I’m talking as your friend and your girlfriend. What’s wrong?” She places her free hand on top of his hands. “If it has something to do with Orange and you can’t tell me, you can just say so and I’ll stop bugging you.” 


     “No, no, it’s not that,” Darren replies, resigning to the fact that he cannot keep acting like nothing is going through his mind. “I’ve just been thinking a lot lately.” 


     “About what?” 


     “Well, mostly about…us.” 


     Concern flashes through Anna’s eyes. “What about us? Is there something I should know?” 


     “No, no, no!” He shakes his head emphatically. “Not in that way, at least. I just mean that lately I’ve been feeling like you might be wanting to settle down, to get married and start a family—” 


     “Yes, I’ve been saying that I might want to get married after I retire.” 


     “I guess with you talking about that so much, I thought you were thinking about doing it sooner rather than later.” 


     Anna hesitates. 


     “Are you?” Darren shifts so that he can look her in the eye, but she has put her guard up and he knows that it will no use in looking to her body language or facial expressions to learn her true thoughts. 


     “Yes, the marriage part, but not for the reasons you think,” she says, the words spilling out of her mouth in a quick jumble. “Not for security or biological clock or tradition and whatnot.” 


     “Then for what reason?” 


     Again, Anna hesitates. 


     “Anna,” Darren places his hand on her cheek and runs his thumb over her smooth skin, “you can tell me anything.” 


     Anna lets a small smile touch her lips. 


     “I know.” She raises a hand to hold the one touching her face. “I…I’ve never told you this before, never told anyone this before, but ever since I was a child…I’ve been abducted. Constantly.” 


     Darren’s eyes widen. “Abducted…you mean by—” 


     “Non-terrestrials, yes.” 


     “How often is ‘constantly’?” 


     “Well, when it is something like this, it all feels constantly. But many times. Fifteen, twenty times. That range.” 


     He lets out a long breath. “That’s a lot.” 


     Anna nods in agreement. “My mother’s had the same issues. So did her mother, my grandmother. My great-grandmother as well. It may have even gone on before her, but I don’t know for sure.” 


     “Wait…does the CIA know this? Orange? General Chen?” 


     “Yes. That’s why they recruited me in the first place. They wanted to keep an eye on it.” 


     “Do you know why? Do they know?” 


     She shrugs. “Not really. If CIA or Orange know, they aren’t telling me, and I definitely don’t know. Sometimes I remember the incidents clearly, but other times… they’re more like these cloudy dreams which I’m not always sure actually happened or not, but how I feel after them…they had to have happened, every single one of them.” 


     Darren pulls Anna into a hug. She leans her head against his chest. 


     Anan pulls away. “Look!” She pulls up her shirt. Her ample breasts bounce. She shows underneath one, a scar. Where she has been probed. “Here too,” she says, pointing to a scar above her naval. Embarrassed and frightened, Anna tears up. She sits back down and buries her face into Darren’s chest. With her face hidden from his sight, she lets her tears flow freely. 


     “I’m so sorry,” Darren whispers, unsure of what else to say. “You know if there were anything I could do about it, I’d do it in a heartbeat.” 


     Anna’s lips twist into a tear-streaked smile. 


     “There might be something you can do,” she says. 


     “Anything, please, just tell me.” 


     “Marry me.” 


     Darren’s brow furrows, but he doesn’t release Anna. “What?” 


     “Being here, living with you, you’ve made me safe,” she explains. “Like how you work out in the field, you protect me while I’m with you at night. They don’t dare take me when you’re here and even if they were to try, you would be able to stop them.” 


     That remark ego-strokes a smirk onto Darren’s face. 


     “If we get married, I have a guaranteed safety net,” Anna continues. “You’ll be here for me—” 


     “So it is for security?” 


     “No. I mean… yes and no.” 


     “I’d be here for you anyway, my love.” 


     “I know, but marriage would make certain that we are together, and so long as we are together, so long as you are with me, I don’t think that they will try to abduct me again. That’s one of the reasons I’ve been making sure that you get the non-terrestrial assignments. At first, I wanted to see how you would handle it all. Then, when I saw how well you can take care of everyone around you, in the face of those… those things, I didn’t dare let them put you anywhere else. Our units need you. I need you.” Anna pushes away from his chest but just enough to stare into his eyes. She has stopped crying now, but her eyes still shine with unshed tears. She raises her hand and touches his cheek as he had done to her. “Besides, I want to marry you. I love you. You’re my best friend.” 


     Darren’s self-confident smirk melts into a genuine, loving smile. He leans forward and gently kisses her. The kiss grows passionate, and they do not part for a good five minutes. When they do, his eyes search her face for several moments. Then he releases her and, to her surprise, gets down on one knee on the floor and takes both of her hands in his. 


     “Anna Coltz,” he says, “will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 


     Her tears return and she nods her head enthusiastically. “Yes, yes, yes!” 


     She practically leaps at him to kiss him again and wrap him in as tight a bear hug as she can manage—given how much larger he is than her. Darren laughs and returns her hug with just as much joy and excitement. 


     “But for the record,” she says, a teasing giggle to her tone, “I brought up the idea of you marrying me first. So technically I proposed to you.” 


     Darren rolls his eyes but with a jovial expression on his face. “Of course, honey, whatever you say.” 


     “Hmm. You’ll make a good husband if you remember that sentence.” 


     A few months later, they marry in a small ceremony. Mich serves as Darren’s best man. Anna’s mother, Kara, acts as her matron of honor. These two and the Justice of the Peace are the only witnesses to the marriage. Anna wears a beautiful, flowing white dress, insisting it be new out of fear that wearing her mother’s dress may bring some sort of bad luck, which may make the abductions continue. Kara agrees with her on this matter. Darren, knowing both women to be rational and hardly superstitious except in dire circumstances, does not argue. They do not have a honeymoon due to work obligations, but their wedding night proves to be one of the most passionate and passionate either of them have ever had to this point or will ever have again. 


     From that night onward, Anna sleeps rather peacefully at night, knowing that the man she loves will remain at her side and so long as he is there, they will not be. 


       


     Pine Gap - United States Military Base, Location: Northern Territory, Australia, Year: 2005 


       


     A man of medium stature in his early forties meets them when they arrive at Pine Gap,. His eggplant hair has been plastered to his head with an excessive amount of gel, and his immaculately-maintained black suit sits somewhat baggy on his lanky form. His pale blue eyes lack warmth; Darren can all but feel them stare straight through him and into his soul. A sneer has permanently painted itself across the man’s face. 


     Darren forces a smile as the man, Agent Stuart Publicover, approaches them. He would have probably disliked anyone who took Anna’s place, but something about Agent Publicover has always rubbed him the wrong way. The feeling has not gotten better with all of the years that have passed. 


     “Good afternoon, Mathews,” Agent Publicover says in a flat tone. 


     “Good afternoon, Agent Publicover,” Darren replies as he clenches his fist behind his back. 


     Agent Publicover turns to the men from Darren’s recovery team that had joined him on the mag-lev train and greeted them with similar coldness. Darren’s teammates are not much warmer in their responses. 


     “I am here to debrief you on the mission from which you just returned,” Agent Publicover begins after the formalities are out of the way. 


     And does it include an explanation for that trip or what’s being done with the body? Perhaps some information on where the hell we were? Darren thinks, but he isn’t stupid enough to say any of this aloud. Instead, he waits for Agent Publicover to continue. 


     “The four of you are not to discuss any activities on this mission with anyone but the team you were with, not even the other operatives who helped you to retrieve the… materials in the first place.” Agent Publicover locks eyes with Darren. “Understood?” 


     “Yes, sir,” Darren’s three teammates say, almost in unison. 


     Darren hesitates and holds Agent Publicover’s gaze for far longer than he should have. 


     “Yes, sir,” he says at last. 


     Agent Publicover appraises Darren from head to toe before turning to the other three operatives. “Report to Agent Blanche, ASAP.” 


     Agent Publicover waits until they are out of earshot before addressing Darren again. 


     “Mathews, you’re being put on leave.” 


     “How long?” 


     “Three weeks exactly. Then you are to report to King Island.” 


     “Yes, sir. Anything else?” 


     “Yes.” Agent Publicover steps right in front of Darren, clearly trying to intimidate him but having his efforts negated by the fact that Darren is at least half a head taller than him. His voice drops to barely above a whisper. “I was reviewing your file and something caught my eye from early in your career. You had an incident back at the Melville Pyramid in which you were suspected of taking unauthorized photos of your findings. Is that right?” 


     “Yes, but the matter was handled at the time of the incident.” 


     “I could see that by the disciplinary action recorded in your file.” 


     “So what’s your point, mate?” Darren hisses the final word. 


     “My point is you best not expect to get away with such a breach again. I'll not turn a blind eye or go easy on you. You’re good, but not irreplaceable. If I hear you have so much as uttered a single word about this latest mission to anyone but the team you were with, I will see to it that you are punished to the fullest. Have I made myself clear… mate?” 


     Darren narrows his eyes at Agent Publicover but nods. “Yes, sir.” 


     Agent Publicover pats Darren’s shoulder in a mock show of camaraderie. “Good. Now go.” 


     Darren parts while thinking some very impolite things about the other man. He pushes Agent Publicover and his warning from his mind as he boards the black helicopter which will take him to an Air Force base in the Northern Territory. 


       


     Commissary - Australian Air Force Base, Location: Northern Territory, Australia, Year: 2005 


       


     Darren breathes easier as he waits in line to buy a pop and chips. Finally on the Aussie side again. Finally he doesn’t feel under the microscope every second. Pine Gap has a way of making paranoia the norm. But he also wants to run this all past Bill Jenkins. What he saw in the documents. But how? Where? He wishes this commissary sold privacy. 


     “Anything else, sir?” the clerk asks. 


     “No,” Darren swipes his debit card. 


     The clerk says, “That’s two-fif—” 


     “Um yeah,” Darren second-thinks. “Give me one of those prepaid phones, please.” 


     “You want a card?” 


     “Yup. With a ten-minute card.” 


     The clerk must key into the case that holds the cards. He presents a phone and card to Darren. “Twenty-two fifty, sir. Debit or credit?” 


     “Okay.” Darren puts his debit card away. “Um. Naw, sorry, here.” He cancels the debit transaction and hands the clerk thirty dollars cash. 


     “Thank you, sir.” 


     “You have a loo?” 


     The clerk shakes his head. “Officers only.” He hands Darren his change. 


     Darren flashes his Orange Corp. contractor’s badge. The clerk starts to shake his head. “Please…” Darren adds. 


     “Down aisle eight, to the left.” 


     Darren picks up his bag and makes his way to the restroom. When in the restroom he ducks into a stall. He opens the phone and scratches the card’s access code. He enters the access code into the phone to activate it. 


     He sends a text to Bill’s number: 


     know about connection btwn Tesla and von Braun? 


     Darren enjoys a few minutes of privacy. The first since before he entered the tunnels days ago. He opens the chips and sips his drink. Not the best place for a bite, but at least he is finally eating something. 


     The phone chimes. A text is returned: 


     Who the F is this? 


     Darren replies: 


     fresh out of humpty dumpty. a few bricks fell from the wall. wanted put them back together. noticed NT and WvB collaborated on technologies to build HD but also for many other things. 


     Bill: 


     They were working to leverage radio waves to power our lives. New modes of propulsion too. But powers that be had a different plan. Mate, look, dump those bricks! Surely the King and his men know they are missing by now. 


     Darren’s heart skips a beat. Then a new text: 


     Don’t ever text me like this again, mate! 


     His heart racing, Darren reads this final text and immediately pulls the back off the phone. He pries out the circuit board. He flushes it in the toilet. He exists the stall, throws the card and the phone into the trash, then returns to the front of the commissary to wait for his transport. 


     A military transport pulls up directly. Darren approaches and presents his ID and is escorted to a plane which takes him to South Africa and his wife. Despite the unpleasant exchange with Publicover and now even with Bill, and the almost equally unpleasant feeling of the papers still unpleasantly concealed, Darren feels a sort of euphoria at the thought of being with Anna again. This will be their first vacation together since Dana was born, and the thought has him over the moon with joy. He loves their daughter, but he feels like it’s been far too long since he and Anna have had some alone time together. 


     It’s long overdue, he thinks as he straps himself into his seat. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Five
Cape Town 


       


     Hotel Near Table Mountain National Park, Location: Cape Town, South Africa, Year: 2005 


       


     Darren and Anna meet at an Air Force base in South Africa. Just as they had done in the same location fifteen years prior, they embrace and kiss passionately, much to the hidden discomfort of the soldiers around them. They then take a rental Jeep to a hotel located in Cape Town, one of Anna’s favorite cities in the world. As they near the city, she looks in the direction of Table Mountain National Park; she spies the flat top of Table Mountain looming on the not-so-distant horizon. Her eyes glaze over as she fondly remembers all the pictures of her mother and father visiting the mountain before she was born. They only went once after her birth, but it had been Anna’s favorite family vacation and she comes back to the national park every chance she gets. 


     It has been over fifteen years since she and Darren last visited Cape Town together, only a couple months before Dana was born. Life has been so hectic—even more hectic than while working for the agency and Orange. Since then they could never find the chance between work and Dana to take a vacation together. A slight smile curls Anna’s lips as she thinks back on that trip. 


     Darren catches her smiling out of the corner of his eye and grins a little himself. 


     “Happy to be back?” he asks. 


     “Yes. Are you?” 


     “Of course.” He chuckles. “I’m getting the strangest sense of déjà vu, though. Same hotel, same drive. I think we even rented a Jeep the last time we were here, too.” 


     “Hopefully this time we won’t have any unexpected interruptions.” 


     “That was quite the bout of morning sickness. You looked like you were going to die.” 


     Anna narrows her eyes at him and lightly smacks his arm. “You try barfing up everything you’ve eaten in the past day and then see how you look afterward.” 


     “I’d rather not.” Darren snickers as Anna smacks his arm again. “Now, love, don’t pester the driver. Don’t want to get into an accident, do you?” 


     “I won’t let you crash.” She grabs his hand that’s resting on the stick shift and gives it a gentle squeeze. “Nothing will interrupt this vacation.” 


     “No, not this time.” 


     Darren does not react in any negative way which Anna would notice, but his mind is rushing through a million different thoughts linked to guilt and anticipation. He thinks about the micro pelican case in his day bag and the top-secret documents hidden within it. He has to find somewhere for them, but he cannot let on to Anna what his plans are…not yet. He would let her enjoy their vacation first. 


       


     Hotel Near Table Mountain National Park, Location: Cape Town, South Africa, Year: 1991 


       


     A bright, warm day meets Darren and Anna when they meet up at the Air Force base. They kiss as though they have not seen each other in decades; to them, it feels as though it has been at least that long. With Anna off of field work, her eyes on early retirement in favor of full-time motherhood, and Darren out on missions almost every day, it feels like a miracle when they can get the stars to align and be in the same place at the same time. Fortunately for them, Anna has made friends in high places, so they do not have as hard a time of it as other agents and contractors. Still, it would never feel like it is enough so long as at least one of them works for the Hidden Hand. 


     As they drive to the hotel, Anna is determined to enjoy this trip to the fullest, certain this will be the last vacation she and Darren get to themselves until their unborn child goes off to college. She sighs and runs her hand over her baby bump. Seven months now. After the baby is born, she probably won’t have many opportunities to travel anymore, if she gets any at all. All Anna wants now is to have her chance at a quiet home where she can raise her child with Darren, but she also knows that the transition into the domestic life won’t be easy. She wants to at least have this one last vacation somewhere abroad, and that’s why she had bothered to call up that weasel Agent Publicover and request she and Darren be allowed to meet here in Cape Town. 


     Darren sees Anna rubbing her stomach out of the corner of his eye and an edge of his lip lifts in a half smile. 


     “Don’t worry,” he says, grabbing her hand with one of his while keeping the other hand on the wheel. “He’ll be here soon enough.” 


     “Yes. Or she,” Anna corrects him automatically. 


     Darren chuckles. “Or she.” He squeezes Anna’s hand. “Really, I don’t care what it is so long as it’s healthy… and mine.” 


     He turns his head long enough to wink at her before returning his attention to the road. 


     Anna forces out a laugh. 


     “Oh now don’t give me a pity laugh. You can tell me if it’s not funny. I’m sure my fragile male ego can handle it,” Darren chastises her, imitating her annoyed tone as he says, “fragile male ego”. 


     At this, Anna actually laughs, and their vacation really begins. 


     The very next day, her body proves just how wrong she had been to assume that she could have a calm vacation. 


     Anna battles terrible morning sickness the entire morning and early afternoon. Darren stays by her side the entire time, holding her hair back as she vomits and trying to encourage her to eat some saltine crackers to settle her stomach. 


     “To hell with your crackers,” Anna groans. 


     She lies in the fetal position on their bed, facing the wall. Darren sits on the bed behind her, rubbing her lower back with his palm, attempting to soothe her. He resists the urge to laugh at her comment, pretty sure she’s not joking. 


     “Shouldn’t the morning sickness be going away by now, love?” he asks, concern tinting his tone. 


     “Well, if I had morning sickness then maybe you’d be right,” Anna replies bitterly. “But I seem to have morning sickness, afternoon sickness, evening sickness, and whenever-the-hell-it-feels-like sickness.” 


     Again, Darren has to fight off his laughter. 


     “Is there anything I can do for you?” he says instead. 


     Anna shakes her head. “I would really just like some peace and quiet, thank you. And no more food, please.” 


     “All right, love.” 


     Darren sits back on his elbows, at first contemplating if turning on the analog television would bother Anna too much in her nauseated state. Then another idea crosses his mind and he feels a bit guilty for having it, but he knows that he will probably not get another chance like this again. 


     “Anna,” he says gently, “if you wouldn’t mind, I’d actually like to go out on a hike into the bush. It’s a beautiful day, and it would give you some privacy during this… difficult time. I mean, if you’d rather I stayed, so that I can be here when you need me—” 


     “Go on,” Anna croaks. 


     “Are you sure? I might not get back until late the day after tomorrow. The trail I want to take is a rather long one, but it has the best scenery.” 


     Anna twists to look Darren in the face, holding her stomach with one hand while grabbing his arm with the other. “Don’t worry about me,” she says. “I’ll be fine. I can call down to the front desk if I need anything, and I can puke just as well without you as with you. Besides, I always have your trusty saltines.” 


     This time Darren does chuckle, and Anna gives him a wavering smile back. 


     “If you’re sure…” 


     “Of course. Go.” 


     Darren bends over and kisses Anna on the forehead. “You’re the best.” 


     “I know.” 


     Anna squeezes his forearm playfully then rolls back over to face the wall again. 


     Darren makes sure that she is not going to rush to the bathroom again before he gets up, grabs his daypack, and leaves, quietly shutting the door behind him. 


     Anna glances over her shoulder when she knows that he is gone. 


     “A business hike, no doubt,” she mutters before resting her head back on the pillow and trying to suppress her nausea. 


     While Darren will never admit it to her, Anna’s suspicions are justified. His “hikes” on all their trips have rarely ever been about hiking. The ones which are about hiking, he always waits until Anna can come with him so that they can both enjoy the view and each other’s company. Sometimes, during those hikes, there are even romantic rendezvous… beneath a well-shaded tree or deep within a secluded cave. Yet those where Anna does not come with him—ones like this hike he takes while Anna is bedridden—only have two possible purposes: 1) to hide something he should not have taken from a dig site, or 2) to look for a future hiding spot in case he’s able to smuggle more from a site without being caught. 


     This trip is the latter, but Anna does not find out during this vacation. She is too sick throughout their stay to really care what he did. Whenever she is well enough to wonder, Darren tries to distract her with excursions into the city and brief trips into Table Mountain National Park. In Darren’s mind, his deception has worked. In Anna’s mind, she marks how long he’s gone during that hike and makes note of it, so that she would have it to refer to during any future excursions. Whether it is to find out what he is up to or merely hold it as spousal blackmail over him, she has not decided yet. 


       


     Underground Base, Location: United States, Year: 2005, One Week After Darren’s Mission 


       


     Deep in the bowels of the underground base where Darren and the other agents had escorted the Grey’s body, a clerk is busy auditing a collection of artifacts and files as part of the move to the new security storage compartments in the newest wing of the base. He carefully sifts and sniffs every artifact and file, matching the itemized list of objects and documents with what made it to the new compartments to ensure that everything had arrived safely. 


     The clerk stops at the Tesla folder. He checks it, checks the list, and then triple checks both of them. His face grows paler and his palms sweatier with each inspection. 


     “Oh no,” he mutters. 


     The clerk pulls out a mobile phone far more advanced than the BlackBerry 7270, one of the most advanced phones released this year. It is even sleeker and more advanced than the first iPhone, which the shadow government is not allowing to be released for another three years. In fact, the technology of this mobile phone so far surpasses the phones of 2005 that nothing like it will be seen until the release of the iPhone 8 thirteen years later. 


     He hurriedly clicked the necessary speed dial option on his screen saying, “Oh no…” as he puts the device to his ear. 


     “Hello?” a voice says on the other end. 


     “We have a problem,” the clerk replies as he nervously fiddles with the documents in front of him. “The Tesla folder is missing three documents.” 


     There’s a pause. 


     “Are you sure?” 


     “Certain. They are not here.” 


     There’s another pause, and the clerk can hear his supervisor typing away on a keyboard. 


     Soon the clicking stops, and the clerk’s supervisor replies, “I’ve sealed all the entrances. No one gets in or out without us knowing. I'm ordering an inspection of every human at the base. More clicking, then, “Send someone to check who's had access to the old security storage compartments and the mag-lev train depot in the past month.” 


     “Yes, sir.” 


       


     Hotel Near Table Mountain National Park, Location: Cape Town, South Africa, Year: 2005, Two Weeks Into Darren’s Leave 


       


     Anna and Darren have had the time of their lives rediscovering Cape Town together. They have been fortunate enough to come during summer, which means that it is dry and warm but not too hot without the Berg Wind that blows from the Karoo interior in February and March, making it unbearably hot. It is perfect weather for exploring the city and the nearby national park. Anna and Darren have seized every moment of it. 


     Still, as each day, each second ticks by, Darren knows that he is running out of time. He had been waiting for something to come up for Anna, anything that could give him a little wiggle room to slip away for a couple days. But Anna remained true to her word and didn’t let anything interrupt their vacation. He’ll either have to come up with an excuse or just tell her the truth, and by the time they are two weeks into his three-week leave, he is still not sure which approach he is going to take. 


     On the first morning of week three, Darren resolves to break away from Anna long enough to take care of his business. Before he can broach the subject, Anna starts getting dressed and talking about possible plans for the day. 


     “I was thinking we could visit the District Six Museum,” she remarks as she slips into a loose-fitting shirt to compliment a comfortable pair of jeans. 


     Darren crinkles his nose as he takes out a cotton t-shirt and jeans from his suitcase. 


     “Why ya wanan see that? The history of that area is… complicated, to say the least.” 


     “It’s an important part of Cape Town’s culture and history.” 


     “So are race wars, which is exactly what all of District Six is about. We already know too much about that and exactly who’s responsible for it. Besides, do you really think they’ll wanna see a couple of white people going through those exhibits?” 


     Anna shakes her head, exacerbated. “Okay. What’s going on?” 


     “What?” 


     “I know this isn’t really about the museum. So… what is it?” 


     Darren sighs and walks to the vanity next to Anna. He wraps his arms around her and nuzzles her neck, partly hoping to take some of the edge off the situation since he has already started it so poorly. “Wrong? Nothing! Nothing’s wrong. I was just wanting to go hiking alone today.” 


     Anna pushes away from him enough to look into his eyes but remains enwrapped by his arms. 


     “Alone?” 


     Darren nods. 


     Anna narrows her eyes at him. “Exactly where would you be going? And for how long?” 


     “You remember during our last trip when you had really bad morning-noon-and-night sickness?” 


     Anna cringes. “You know I remember.” 


     “Well, you remember how I went out hiking for a few days?” 


     “Yes.” 


     “I want to revisit the trail I followed then. It really has some amazing sights, and it’s a great place to be alone and think.” 


     “Do you have much too think about?” 


     Darren stares down at Anna, momentarily caught off-guard by how she had emphasized the word think. Does she have an idea of what he’s up to? 


     “Enough to need a few days away.” 


     Anna sighs and rests her head on his shoulder. “We won’t have a lot of time together once you get back, but we have already had two weeks of just the two of us…” 


     Darren patiently waits for Anna to verbally process her thoughts. 


     “I suppose if you have some thinking to do, you should do it.” 


     He lets out a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. 


     “You sure you won’t be mad?” 


     “I didn’t say that,” she chuckles. 


     Darren snickers as well. 


     “No, really, I won’t be mad,” she adds. “Just be careful, okay?” 


     “You too.” He kisses her on the top of her head. “And please promise me that you won’t go to the District Six Museum on your own. You know what happens to white women when they’re alone even in the best areas here—” 


     “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. It would be nice to have some company, but I’ll be fine.” 


     “I know you will be, Ms. CIA.” 


     She rolls her eyes at him and pushes herself out of his grasp. “Go get your stuff, Mathews. The sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll be done thinking and the sooner you’ll get back.” 


     Darren obeys, hurrying to pack some snacks and a change of clothes—just in case—into his day bag without letting Anna see inside it. He then picks up the bag, plants a kiss on Anna’s lips, and makes for the door. He looks back at her one last time, but she has already started brushing her hair at the vanity and is completely ignoring him. With a smile and a small shake of his head, Darren shuts the door behind him. 


     By nightfall, Darren reaches a suitable tree out in the bush. He opens his daypack to ensure that his micro pelican case it still in there. Once satisfied it is, Darren scans his surroundings to check he's not being followed, zips up his daypack, and climbs into the tree. There he takes a drink of water and then settles in for an uncomfortable night’s sleep. 


       


     The Bush, Location: Outside Cape Town, South Africa, Year: 2005, The Next Day 


       


     Darren wakes up just before dawn to continue his trek. The night’s collage of dreams were disturbed. They involved technological images, advancements being withheld from mankind, and men like Tesla exploited, persecuted for their innovations. All the things Bill warned him about. All the things he saw down in the tunnels, “humpty dumpty,” as it were. What a world it would be, Darren thought, if a man like Tesla were embraced and given freedom to create, rather than bullied and used and thrown away. His final dream ended with a skeleton, sitting in a tiny dusty room, hunched at a table. 


     He makes his way by several hills, changing his route every so often to make sure no one can follow him too easily. He comes to a river in a rural area and uses it as a landmark to map his location. About a mile down the river, Darren finds a spot beneath a lush Halleria lucida inconspicuous enough to make for the perfect hiding spot. 


     Darren pulls out a small garden shovel and digs down to a depth of about two feet. He takes out his micro pelican case, which contains the Tesla documents he removed from his behind the second he got to a restroom away from any Orange or military base. Darren places the MPC into the hole and covers it with dirt and bush debris to camouflage the area enough to avoid any unwanted attention. Satisfied, he continues his hike until he finds a rocky cliff high above any wandering animals and spends another night sleeping in the bush. 


       


     Hotel Near Table Mountain National Park, Location: Cape Town, South Africa, Year: 2005, Late The Next Day 


       


     Darren returns to the hotel room close to sunset the next day. After he returned to Cape Town, he had spent some time in the hotel lounge using their complementary WiFi (with some cash slipped to the concierge for all his trouble) and searched for anything on ancient Vedic text and Vedic philosophy. He recalled Bill talking about Tesla’s strong interest in these subjects and ancient India overall, and he had hoped that something within these texts would contain a clue to deciphering those documents he smuggled out of the underground base. He found some things, but nothing that could really be of help when he has limited time to explore it. He had to return to Anna before she grew too suspicious. After all, a CIA agent is trained to know when something is suspicious, and Anna is one of the best, even retired. 


     As he unlocks the door to the hotel room, Darren finds himself wishing that he could have more time to himself. He loves being with his wife and wants to be with her, but this is urgent—the shadow government could discover at any moment that those documents are missing, so his time to decipher them is compressed. Unfortunately, while he is far beyond average intelligence, Vedic and Serbian texts do not fall under his areas of expertise. Dr. Emily and Bill, however… 


     “Enjoy your think?” 


     Anna’s voice startles him, but he does not let on. 


     “Yes. South Africa is quite the sight.” Darren chuckles. He faces her and sees her sitting at the vanity, brushing her silky hair. 


     “Good to hear, Mathews.” 


     He walks up to her, massages her shoulders, and plants a kiss on the top of her head. “You have a good time?” 


     “Sure.” 


     “That’s good.” 


     “Of course, I wasn’t so comfortable being a white woman walking all alone around The Mother City…” 


     “You were careful? And avoided bad places like I asked?” Anna nods, clearly annoyed. “And I’m sure you could’ve taken care of yourself if anything had happened. You’re former CIA, highly trained in both guns and hand-to-hand combat, you can handle anything that these bastards try to throw at you.” 


     “It’s still nice to have backup.” 


     Darren sighs and buries his face in her hair. She smells of the same shampoo she used all those years ago in Pine Gap, the one that made his stomach growl in his semi-starved state. 


     “Green apple.” 


     Anna snort-laughs. “What?” 


     “Green apple, that’s what your shampoo smells like. It’s the same kind you used when you held me captive at Pine Gap. I wasn’t quite sure what it was back then, but I knew that it was something fruity because it made me hungry. I’ve just figured out that it’s green apple.” 


     Anna snort-laughs again, this time louder. “So all these years you wondered this and you never bothered to just ask me? Or look at the damn bottle in the shower?” 


     “And you still use the same shampoo twenty years later.” 


     Anna shrugs and grabs one of Darren’s hands. “You know what they say: if it ain’t broke…” 


     Darren smiles into her hair and smiles contentedly. “Can you believe we’ve known each other that long?” 


     “Well if it ain’t broke…” 


     “Twenty freaking years.” 


     “Our daughter’s fifteen, so yes, I think I can believe it.” She squeezes his hand affectionately. 


     “It feels like just yesterday and an eternity ago all at the same time.” 


     “We’ve been through some strange shit.” 


     “We sure have.” 


     They stay like this in peaceful, happy silence for several minutes before it’s broken by the sound of Anna’s stomach growling. Darren laughs wholeheartedly. 


     “Someone sounds hungry.” 


     Anna laughs, too. “You bet I am. In fact, I'd love to go out for dinner tonight.” 


     “I don’t know, love, I’m exhausted—” 


     “We only have a few days left, Darren. Then we’ll have to return to the same cycle of work and home, home and work, and trying to keep our home life away from our work life. We need to take advantage of this opportunity to relax as much as we can.” 


     Darren backs away from Anna. “About keeping our home life away from our work life—” 


     “What?” Anna snarls as she crosses her arms over her chest. 


     Darren takes a deep breath, realizing that he needs to proceed cautiously after dashing her hopes about dinner. 


     “I just think we might want to tell Dana—” 


     “No!” she snaps, her eyes flaming with fury. “You know we can’t do that.” 


     “She deserves to know the truth—” 


     “The truth will get her killed—” 


     “We can’t let her go through her whole life thinking that I wasn’t home just because I didn’t care.” 


     The broken tone in Darren’s voice brings a halt to any argument Anna had been about to throw at him. She knows that Darren loves her and Dana more than anything, but she has only just realized how it has made him feel to be away on missions for so much of their daughter’s life. 


     “I don’t want her thinking that I wasn’t there for her first steps or her first birthday or most of her birthdays for no damn reason. I don’t want her thinking that I didn’t care enough to teach her how to ride a bike or that I won’t care enough to teach her how to drive next year. It’s not fair to her—” 


     “Or to you,” Anna interrupts him, her voice soft and quiet. “I know how you feel, Darren. I worry about it every time she asks where you are or why you aren’t with us for this or that, but we can’t tell her the truth, not yet. She’s not ready.” 


     “She’s our child. She’s more ready than middle-aged sheeple blindly following the world governments—” 


     “They’ll kill her.” 


     Darren hesitates. “We’ll protect her.” 


     “If they want any of us dead… I don’t know if we’ll even be able to protect ourselves.” Anna rubs her temple as she tries to fight off a headache. “You should know, you’ve pulled the trigger yourself.” 


     The room falls silent again, but tension, guilt, and regret have taken the place of the love and companionship which had settled with the silence last time. Darren knows that Anna should know that he has already tried to talk to Dana about all of this, just as he knows that Anna should know about the Tesla documents, but he cannot find it in him to bring up either subject. Instead, Anna is the first to speak. 


      “Please, go shower off so we can go out.” 


     Her eyes show a mixture of pleading and commanding that Darren cannot ignore. 


     “Okay. I’ll be ready in an hour.” 


     As Darren makes his way to the bathroom, he’s stopped by Anna. 


     “Darren?” 


     “Yes?” 


     “Is there something you would like to tell me?” 


     He hesitates in the doorway to the bathroom, his hand on resting on the wooden frame. 


     “No.” 


     “Are you sure?” 


     “Yes.” 


     Before she can say anything else, Darren enters the bathroom and closes the door behind him. 


       


     Orange Corporation King Island Base, Location: Off The Coast Of Queensland, Australia, Year: 2005 


       


     Darren is almost relieved when his leave is over. He loved spending time with his wife while her mother looks after their teenaged daughter, but he also knows that Anna’s suspicious of him. Normally, he would trust her with his life, just as she did when she showed him those genetic engineering files, but he’s not sure if she would be able to keep the secret for him now—and this time it’s not just photographs but straight-up theft from one of the underground bases. The shadow government and its associates have their ways of making even the most strong-willed agents, contractors, and soldiers talk, and if they suspect him strongly enough, he knows that Anna will be the first person they go to if they can’t get a hold of him immediately. Hell, they’d go to her even if they could get him first. Darren doesn’t want to put Anna through that. He doesn’t want to put Dana through that. He won’t be taking any chances, not until he figures out what is being depicted in those papers. If Bill’s suspicions are right, this is awesome technology, a collaboration between Tesla and von Braun and could change the world. 


     After flying from Melbourne to King Island, he meets up with several Americans he has worked for within Orange Corp for a new assignment briefing. He greets each of them heartily, which they gladly return. 


     “Where to this time?” he asks. 


     “The United States. Alaska, to be exact,” one of the men replies. “There’s a pyramid there. Buried underground. You are to pick up and transport several items for further study and research.” 


     “Any clue as to what these items are?” 


     “You will see when you get there.” 


     Darren mentally sighs at the insistence on secrecy but does not express his frustration to the people around him. 


     “Very well. When do I leave?” 


     “On Monday. You are free to relax until then, but please do not leave the base in case the plans change.” 


     “Yes, sir.” 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Six
A Series of Unfortunate Events 


       


     Niagara Falls, Location: Niagara Falls Usa, Year: November 16, 1896 


       


     “Are you sure this will work?” George Westinghouse asks. 


     “Yes,” Nikola Tesla replies shortly. 


     “It’s just that the investors are worried about whether your ideas can translate into reality—” 


     “Like I care what fraidy-cat investors think.” 


     “But they—” 


     “It will work.” 


     “Morgan and the others—” 


     Tesla’s snort cuts Westinghouse off. 


     “Morgan can just sit back on his haunches and let the real innovators invent,” he mutters, still incredibly bitter about the destruction of his lab over a year before. 


     Westinghouse stops pacing. “I’d be careful with how I speak about Morgan if I were you.” 


     “I’m sure you would.” 


     Westinghouse momentarily gawks at Tesla, surprised that the man would dare speak about J. P. Morgan in such a calloused manner. He then snaps out of his shock and sighs. 


     “Is it ready yet?” 


     Tesla nods. “Shall I flip the switch?” 


     “Yes, do it. We need to know if we’ve wasted our time and money.” 


     Tesla shakes his head. How could men like Westinghouse place a price on science and innovation? 


     “Very well. Three… two… one…” 


     He flips the switch, completing the circuit which causes the Niagara River to flow uphill. 


     At midnight on November 16, 1896, the first power from the Niagara Falls generator reached Buffalo, New York. 


     Several days after the successful test of Tesla’s generator, Westinghouse invites him over to his offices for a drink. 


     “Tesla, you are a genius!” Westinghouse proclaims as he pours himself and Tesla each a glass of whiskey. “Everyone is abuzz with praise for your work at Niagara.” 


     Tesla takes the offered glass and raises it in a silent toast, with a slight bow, before sipping at the drink. 


     “Thank you, George.” 


     “You have really sold people on alternating current. I dare say, you might have just settled the War of the Currents once and for all. If anyone doubts it after this, they are either morons, stubborn, or getting their pockets lined by Tommy boy.” 


     “Those aren’t mutually exclusive.” 


     Westinghouse snickers. “No, no they are not.” 


     Tesla stares into the amber liquid in his glass, as though waiting for it to reveal some hidden truth about his future. 


     “Edison is not going to give up so easily,” he remarks. 


     “No, I think he's proven that, but you have convinced me even more than I was before, if that is even possible.” Westinghouse pauses for a long drink of whiskey. “I have a proposal for you.” 


     Tesla sits up straighter in his armchair, curious. “What might that be?” 


     “I want to buy the rights to alternating current.” 


     Tesla huffs. “What price do you suppose would be fair for something like that?” 


     “Well, as far as I see it, one lump sum would be a rather poor deal for you,” Westinghouse begins. “I suggest we proceed with a royalty system. I will pay you a set amount for every watt generated. That way, for as long as alternating current is profitable, you will make money from it.” 


     Tesla nods, silently mulling over the deal. 


     “What do you say?” Westinghouse asks him. 


     “I say…we have a deal.” 


     The men reach across Westinghouse’s desk to shake hands and then toast each other with what is left of their whiskey. 


     Tesla will never see a penny of those royalties. Westinghouse turns his back on the verbal agreement, and with no physically documented proof of the deal. No mind for business, Tesla agrees to let the matter go with Westinghouse never paying him for the rights to alternating current, still possibly the greatest innovation mankind has ever endeavored. Plus potentially the greatest royalty agreement ever made. 


       


     Tesla’s Lab, Location: Colorado, United States, Year: 1935 


       


     Tesla sits in an armchair in his lab, his head resting in his hand. Exhaustion which has built over decades of misfortune and missteps has caught up with him, overwhelmed him. 


     Before his successful harnessing of Niagara Falls’ potential power, the War of the Currents had almost destroyed him. Edison had spread vicious rumors about the dangers of alternating current. He had even publicly electrocuted a dog and a donkey with alternating current on two separate occasions. Just thinking back on the incidents puts a foul taste in Tesla’s mouth. Tesla remembers how people had even attributed the death of Topsy the elephant to Edison, although Tesla feels he cannot blame Edison for it on a technicality: Topsy had trampled people to death, electrocution was not the only method used to execute her, and while two of Edison’s companies were involved, he was not there or, Tesla suspects, even directly involved in the decision to participate. The other rumors and demonstrations, however, Tesla could never forgive his former employer for as an ethical inventor or an animal lover. Just imagining something like that happening to one of the beloved pigeons he feeds sends a shiver down his spine. 


     Tesla had thought that moving his operations to Colorado, far from the prying eyes of Edison and his allies, would turn his fortune around. For a while, it seemed to have worked. Some of his contacts had helped him secure land, and the clean air had aided his experiments. J.P. Morgan had even thrown hundreds of thousands of dollars at him for his Wardenclyffe Tower project, which involved tapping into the ionosphere and sending down millions of volts of electricity. Morgan had also purchased rights to fifty-one percent of his radio wave technologies. Then it all came to a grinding halt. Tesla had realized the destructive potential of his ionosphere project. If the military of any country got a hold of this research, they could use it to bring down more than two million volts of energy from the ionosphere and destroy cities. 


     Even now, sitting in his chair and fighting off his looming depression, Tesla shudders at the idea. He would never want to weaponize this technology. It could potentially do massive damage to the Earth if fully unleashed. Tesla is determined to not be the reason for such destruction. 


     Tesla sighs. 


     I’m such a hypocrite, he thinks as he recalls the death ray technology he has been working on for over a year now. 


     In truth, it is not strictly a “death ray”—it is a particle beam weapon that could drop ten thousand planes over a range of two hundred and fifty miles. His device would accelerate minute particles and speed them up so fast that only a few could have dire consequences to whatever they hit, but the phrase “death ray” had seemed more marketable at the time. At the very least, he thought it would grab the attention of the place he wanted to take it: the United States government. He had wanted to build twelve towers for the American government so that it may stop any country from behaving inappropriately or attacking the United States, and yet they had declined. Perhaps it had been the cost—two million dollars—but Tesla would never know for sure. He also would not foresee them stealing this technology from him and developing it for themselves nearly a decade later. 


     Tesla looks down at the letter on the table. It’s a response to the letter he sent to Russia following America’s rejection of his particle beam technology. The Russians seemed very interested, asking him many questions about the technology and how it works. A glimmer of hope flickers in his chest. Perhaps Russia will find use for his developments and pay him for them. He has become desperate at this point. As much as he despises monetizing scientific developments, he needs investors to back his pursuits. Only Brent Black has continued to back him after all these years, and Tesla is not sure how much longer that will last. 


     “Your projects are too expensive,” Brent had told him the last time they spoke to each other. “You need to scale them back.” 


     “You cannot put a price—or a limit—on scientific discovery,” Tesla remembers saying. 


     “But two million dollars? Is it any wonder that the government said no?” 


     “The uses will far exceed the costs—” 


     “Tesla, I like you, and I can continue to fund your smaller projects, but this… it’s too much. I don’t think you’re going to find any investor willing to put that much into something so far beyond our time if only you feel certain it will work.” 


     Tesla reaches forward to pick up the letter. It is written in Russian, but he knows what it says and feels that it is promising. It might even mean that he will prove Brent wrong. He puts the letter back down and looks around at his massive, high-end laboratory. He will have to defy Brent, or else he might lose… everything. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Seven
Anna’s Nightmare 


       


     Anna And Darren’s Home On Isla Paraísa, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, United States, Year: 2005 


       


     While Darren makes his way to frigid Alaska, Anna returns to domestic life on the quiet and tepid—more like humid—life on a slice of island off the coast of Florida, Isla Paraísa. Dana is staying one more night at her friend’s house, and Anna has until the next morning to settle in and get things back in order at home. Yet she cannot focus on that. All she can think about is Darren’s hike. She has never known for certain what these solo hikes are about, but she has a pretty good idea and is expecting to get a call from Agent Publicover at any moment now that she has returned from her vacation. 


     She sighs and props her suitcase against the wall before plopping down on the couch. 


     He’s going to get himself killed, she thinks, rubbing her temples. If he’s taken something, I can’t protect him…. 


     Her thoughts trail off as she remembers her own trespasses against the shadow government. Darren knows about the genetic engineering files—she had shown them to him almost a decade ago—but she has done more that he somehow has not discovered yet. Her mind wanders to the floppy disks that she had hidden in the ceramic dog Dana used to love to play with as a child. The information on there is enough to get her, Darren, and probably Dana killed if anyone finds out that she has them. For his own good, she hasn’t told Darren about them, let alone where she has hidden them. 


     That’s why he’s still keeping secrets from me, she supposes. But I can’t help him if I don’t know what’s going on. Then again, that might be the only way I can help our family, plausible deniability. I just hope that he knows what he’s doing. 


     Anna shakes her head. Nothing she can do about it right now. All she can really do is unpack and go about her day as normal while praying that nothing will actually happen to disrupt it. She would be thinking that life was much simpler before she and Darren got married or before she had joined CIA, but she knows it’s not true. Life has never been simple or normal for her, for her family, and there is no reason for that to change now. 


       


     Anna And Darren’s Home On Isla Paraísa, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, United States, Year: 1991 


       


     As her due date creeps closer, Anna retreats into a quiet life in the home she and Darren had made on Isla Paraísa. Unlike other islands in the area, this one is mostly residential with a population of around one thousand and is generally unknown to tourists. Anna and Darren had moved here from Oregon, where Anna’s mother lives, not long after getting married. They prefer the warmer climate and more abundant sunshine, and Anna thinks it will be a better place to raise their child once it is born. Friendly people, good schools, a happier, more relaxed lifestyle—Anna is certain that this is where she wants to settle down and care for her family. 


     Her mother had insisted on coming down and staying with Anna while she is in her final trimester. 


     “Darren leaves so often on these business trips,” her mother noted in a clearly judgmental tone. “I just don’t want you to be alone during the birth.” 


     Anna had found too many positives with the arrangement and no reason to say no, so she said yes, and her mother had arrived the day after Anna returned from South Africa. 


     Three days after Anna’s return to Isla Paraísa from their trip to South Africa, her mother is out grocery shopping while Anna tries to nap on the couch. Just as she’s about to fall asleep, she hears a knock at the door of her apartment. 


     “Oh, for crying out loud,” she mutters as she struggles to get herself out of her reclined position. 


     The knocking resumes. 


     “I’m coming!” she calls. 


     Anna is finally able to get herself up and quickly heads for the door. When she looks out the peephole, she is surprised to find Mr. Higgs, the Director of Central Intelligence in Australia, standing on the other side. She unlocks and opens the door. 


     “Mr. Higgs? What a pleasant surprise,” she says. 


     “Hello, Anna. May I come in?” Mr. Higgs asks with a polite smile. 


     “Of course, please.” 


     Mr. Higgs enters her apartment, and Anna closes the door behind him. She motions for him to sit on the couch. Once seated, Mr. Higgs offers his hand to her to help lower her onto the couch besides him. 


     “To what do I owe this visit?” she asks once they are both settled. 


     “I just wanted to check on you, see how your pregnancy is progressing.” 


     “Oh, that’s very nice of you. Everything seems to be just fine, according to the doctors.” 


     “Nothing out of the ordinary at all?” 


     She shakes her head. “Nope. They say it’s a healthy baby growing at a normal rate.” 


     “That’s good. Very good.” He pauses and looks around the room. “Are you here alone while Darren is on his mission?” 


     “No, no, my mother is currently staying with me. She didn’t want me to be alone during my third trimester, and I think her concern is valid.” 


     “Yes, I understand. We don’t want you to be alone during the birth, now do we? From what I understand, it can be a very traumatic time for the mother.” 


     “That’s what my mother said.” 


     “Speaking of childbirth… I was wondering what your plans are for after you have your baby.” 


     Anna shrugs. “I was mostly just planning to fully retire and focus on being a stay-at-home mom. With Darren gone so much, I think it’s only fair to our child that I stay at home full time, and I think it would be nice to just be able to enjoy a calm domestic life for once.” 


     Mr. Higgs nods pensively. “I see. You aren’t interested in continuing your work at all?” 


     Anna shakes her head again. “I have had quite the fulfilling career already, Mr. Higgs. I think it would be best for me and my family if I step away from that other life… at least, as much as I can while Darren is still a part of it.” 


     Mr. Higgs tugs at the ends of the sleeves of his suit. “Yes, I’m sure that you will never fully be out of this so long as you and Darren are together, although you probably would never be able to get away from it either way.” 


     Anna cocks her head at him. “What do you mean?” 


     Mr. Higgs sighs. “I suppose I should just cut to the chase. Anna, I know about your abductions, as well as those of your mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother.” 


     Anna loses some color at the mere mention of her abductions. “I… yes, I know that. That’s why the agency recruited me in the first place, right, because I have experience with these more… cosmic secrets?” 


     “Yes, and we assigned you to Pine Gap for that same reason?  


     “Right.” 


     But there’s more to it than that.” Mr. Higgs gently takes Anna’s hand, as though comforting a friend at a funeral. “Have you heard of the Grenada Treaty?” 


     “The one signed by Eisenhower? Yes, I’m well aware.” 


     “Are you aware of how that treaty…went awry?” 


     Anna hesitates. “I’m fuzzy on that.” 


     “Well, in 1979, over four decades after the treaty was signed, it was discovered that the Greys broke the treaty. They lied to us about how many people they were taking and not returning. Special Forces had to rescue more than thirty thousand people from alien captivity beneath Dulce, New Mexico, when they went to take back alien-captured scientists. Many wars followed.” 


     “So… what does this have to do with my abductions?” 


     Mr. Higgs leans forward. “Since that… incident, we keep at least one man on every Grey ship to validate who has been abducted and seeing to it that they are returned after the experiments. We saw that you were microchipped.” 


     Anna turns her arm over to examine the scar on the underside of her wrist. She had never been sure where it had come from before, but now she has no doubts. 


     “What does CIA get in return for letting the Greys use us like guinea pigs? The technology?” 


     Mr. Higgs nods. “A small price to pay for progress.” He watches her closely. “You don’t remember much about your abductions, do you?” 


     Anna shakes her head. “I’ve tried hypnotherapy to recover the memories, and there’s a hypnotherapist on this island who’s helped me remember some of it after a long series of sessions. For the most part, though, I only know that I feel a connection with other survivors when they tell me their stories.” 


     Mr. Higgs nods. His eyes never leave hers, and the eye contact is starting to unnerve her. She slips her hand out of his. 


     “More than twenty of these approved genetic programs exist,” he says. “Your family has been a part of it for generations.” 


     “Who? Who’s been doing this to us?” 


     “A mantis being is supervising it.” 


     “So… what do you want with me now?” 


     “Instead of retiring, we want you to work for one of our umbrella corporations. That way, we can keep monitoring you—” 


     “You mean use me as bait!” Anna snaps, scooting away from Mr. Higgs. 


     “That’s one way to look at it, I suppose. We want you to be in charge of the retrieval program your husband belongs to. That way, you can more constantly keep an eye on him as well as some other former Special Forces members.” 


     “Do you really think that Darren needs my supervision?” 


     Mr. Higgs raises one of his eyebrows at her. “No offense intended, but you have met Darren, right?” 


     Anna bites her lower lip to keep herself from laughing. “Yes, he is a bit of a… loose cannon—” 


     “He is rather infamous for getting into trouble and asking questions he shouldn’t,” Mr. Higgs interrupts her. “But he listens to you. For whatever reason, these Special Forces contractors, in general, seem to listen to you well, even the… we’ll call them the rebellious ones. That is why we would like to put you in a position where you can keep an eye on them.” 


     “As much as I would love to babysit my husband for you, I really think that it’s better for my family if I stayed at home,” she politely declines. 


     Mr. Higgs sighs. “I’m afraid that your family might not exist if you don’t take our offer, Anna.” 


     “Is that a threat?” she demands defensively. 


     “No, no, far from it. We’re trying to protect your family.” 


     Anna folds her arms over her chest. “How’s that?” 


     “You see, an unfortunate result of many abductions is that the mother loses her full-term baby to the extraterrestrials.” 


     Her hand flies to her stomach, suddenly full of fear for her child. “And the mothers?” 


     “They’re left with nothing but an empty heart.” Anticipating her next question, Mr. Higgs adds, “The agency wants to intervene so that you can keep your child, but we can’t do that unless we can keep an eye on you.” 


     “So you’re suggesting that if I continue to work for one of CIA’s umbrella corporations, you’ll make sure they can’t take my baby?” 


     Mr. Higgs nods. “We don’t want you to lose your child any more than you do. You and Darren are fine people, and I’m sure that your child will be a real asset to society. And with your family’s history of abductions, it might be for our benefit to keep an eye on your child as well, see what it is about your family that makes you prime subjects for this particular genetic program.” Anna cringes at the idea. “We want to keep your child safe, but we cannot do that if you don’t cooperate with us.” 


     Anna takes a minute to gather her addled nerves. “I suppose I have no choice. Which umbrella corporation do you want to assign me to?” 


     “Orange. That’s the best way for you to watch over Darren.” 


     Anna nods. “Okay, I’ll do it.” 


     Mr. Higgs smiles and holds his hand out to her; she reluctantly shakes. 


     “I will keep in contact to let you know of the details,” Mr. Higgs says before he says his goodbyes and leaves Anna’s apartment. 


     Anna sighs and lies back on the couch. All she manages to say to herself is, “Of course.” 


       


     Anna And Darren’s Home On Isla Paraísa, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, United States, Year: 1991, Five Nights Later 


       


     Anna does not mention Mr. Higgs’s visit or her change of plans to anyone. With Darren off on a mission, she has no one she can tell. She comes close to telling her mother at dinner in an effort to get her to speak about her abductions—something which Kara rarely does—but she cannot get herself to be so casual with even a civilian loved one. 


     Five nights after the encounter, Anna is lying on her back in bed, trying to get some much-needed rest. It has been getting harder and harder for her to sleep well as her pregnancy progresses, and this difficulty has gotten worse since the night after she saw Mr. Higgs. This particular night, she has just fallen asleep when a nightmare grips her. 


     She opens her eyes to panels of blindingly bright lights above her. She feels cold metal below her, and she cannot move; she cannot even will her eyelids to close. Suddenly, a tall figure with an oddly-shaped head blocks out some of the light. She can tell that it is staring at her, but the backlight keeps her from seeing its eyes. Something seems eerily familiar about the being, but she cannot put her finger on it. 


     Slowly, the being lowers its head toward her. It soon comes into focus in front of her, and she becomes mesmerized by the large, insect-like black eyes which stare into her. She realizes that the head shape is that a giant praying mantis. She finally puts the clues together: this is the mantis in charge of the genetic program to which she and her family belong. Her eyes widen in fear, but that rest of her still cannot move. 


     The mantis backs its head away from her again until its monstrous qualities are once again shrouded by the dark. It lifts a long, scythe-like appendage and carefully brings it to her stomach. She cries, feeling the tears trickle down her cheeks, and tries to beg it not to do this, but the creature either does not understand her or chooses to ignore her. The scythe-like appendage hovers over her a moment, and then it lowers the tip to touch her stomach. Anna screams. 


     When she wakes up again, Anna is still screaming. The bed feels wet around her genitals, and cramps run all through her abdomen. Her mother runs in at the sound of her screaming and realizes what is happening. She helps Anna to her feet and rushes her to the hospital. 


     Dana Mathews, daughter to Darren and Anna Mathews, is born at 2:37 a.m. on November 5th, premature and underdeveloped but still healthy. 


       


     Anna And Darren’s Home On Isla Paraísa, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, United States, Year: 2005 


       


     Anna makes herself a basic meal that night out of a ham and cheddar sandwich and a glass of milk. Once Dana gets back, she will return to her usual routine of cooking full-blown meals for herself and Dana and, once he returns, Darren. For tonight, though, Anna wants to free up her mind for things other than tedious recipes and babysitting the oven so as to not burn the pot roast…again. 


     As she sits on the couch, eating her sandwich and sipping at her milk, Anna’s mind drifts back to Darren. She finds herself praying that whatever trouble he might get himself into, she will be able to help him get out of it. If she can’t and he somehow gets caught like at the Melville Pyramid… she doesn’t even want to think about what will happen to him. She doesn’t want to think about a life without her husband, and she doesn’t want to imagine Dana spending the rest of her teenage years without her father. Anna already has a hard enough time trying to convince their adolescent daughter that Darren being gone frequently doesn’t mean that he doesn’t care or that he’s abandoning her. 


     Anna sets her empty plate next to her glass on the coffee table and holds her head in her hands. Dana has grown so bitter towards her father, and it’s only getting worse with each day that passes and he’s away on a mission. Anna tries to explain to her that it’s for work, but Dana has only taken to accusing Darren of being a workaholic who cares more about his career than his own family. Anna can see Darren’s desire to tell Dana the whole truth, both to alleviate her anger towards him and to start the process of pulling the wool back from her eyes, but she doubts Dana is ready. She’s a teenager, and barely a young teenager, at that. Her mind can’t handle all of this information yet. And with Anna having doubts about being able to protect Darren and herself from the shadow government over the theft of information, she doesn’t even want to chance giving them a reason to go after Dana as well. 


     It has been so much easier for Anna to keep working for Orange and still be with their daughter than it has been for Darren. As “President and CEO of QRS Tech”, a company that makes components for Blackhawk helicopters in the U.S. and Australian militaries, she has been able to work from home and only leave for the occasional “board meeting” or phone call “from the office.” Even during those rare times when Agent Publicover requests for her to meet him in Australia for details on an update regarding extra- and inner-terrestrial crafts they’ve recovered, Anna can brush it off as an emergency meeting and is able to return within a couple days. Darren, however, is usually gone for more than a few days, and so Anna’s couple days away feels like nothing in comparison for Dana. 


     A girl needs her father, Anna thinks as she reaches for the remote and turns the TV on to Fox News. I need him, too. I just hope that she won’t need him to keep the aliens away. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Eight
The Assignment 


       


     Alaskan Pyramid, Location: Somewhere Outside Of Anchorage, Alaska, United States, Year: 2005 


       


     Darren’s plane lands in rugged, snow-covered Anchorage, Alaska. Upon stepping foot on the tarmac, a tall, muscular man in a military uniform greets him. Darren takes in the coloring and style of the uniform, which indicates that the man is a member of the U.S. Navy. Darren’s brow furrows. A member of the Navy is involved in a mission in a part of Alaska that’s surrounded by rugged mountains? 


     The man thrusts his hand in front of Darren. “Lieutenant James Redfield, intelligence officer for the US Navy. I will be escorting you around the base.” 


     Darren shakes Lieutenant Redfield’s hand. “Darren Mathews. Pleasure.” 


     Lieutenant Redfield, clearly not a verbose man, turns on his heel and begins walking away. 


     “Follow me,” he commands Darren over his shoulder. 


     Darren follows Lieutenant Redfield far below the military base to a mag-lev station like the one under Pine Gap base. The tunnels at this station, however, are being expanded by an enormous machine. Darren stares at the machine in complete awe. It seems to be nuclear powered. 


     “How does that work?” he asks his escort, pointing to the machine. 


     “It emits heat that is so hot it melts the rock in front of it and gives a perfect seal which water does not leak out of,” one of the underground engineers they pass answers for Lieutenant Redfield. 


     “Think: molding glass, but with bigger rocks instead of sand. But all that you need to worry about is that this tunnel leads to the pyramid,” Lieutenant Redfield adds. 


     He leads Darren up to an electric vehicle sitting on the tracks. 


     “There’s no mag-lev down here?” Darren asks, although he is getting the distinct feeling that the lieutenant does not want him asking questions. 


     “There is one but it is currently undergoing repairs,” Lieutenant Redfield replies sharply. “Get in.” 


     The men slide into the electric vehicle, buckle their seat belts, and take off down the tunnel. 


     When they arrive at the next underground station platform, many men of various trades are working around building it up. Several men dressed in black uniforms with a triangle insignia on the chest approach the vehicle. Darren and Lieutenant Redfield exit the vehicle and follow the uniformed men down a tunneled-out cavern. 


     The tunnel leads them into a cavern spacious enough to look like an expansive, underground valley. Within this cavern is a massive pyramid. From here they take a corridor which leads into the tunnels beneath the pyramid and into an office jerry-rigged out of wooden boards. In the office stands a larger, pale man with a buzz cut who only gives Darren’s escorts the barest of greetings. Then, without so much as an introduction, the escorts leave Darren alone with the man. 


     The man hands Darren an envelope. 


     “Open it,” he commands. 


     Darren obeys and inside the envelope finds a dozen photographs. He flips through them. Each photograph is of a set of glyphs from what look to be different sections of walls from the same structure. 


     “What are these?” Darren asks. 


     “Glyphs that we’ve found down here,” the man replies. “Glyphs similar to the ones that have been found beneath the Vatican.” 


     Darren raises an eyebrow. “Glyphs underneath the Vatican?” 


     “The Vatican holds many secrets in its underground vaults, Mr. Mathews. They are developed their own space program and technologies to maintain their power base. They will deny this, but they also control several underground pyramids as well.” The man points at the photographs in Darren’s hand. “They don’t know that we have these glyphs, but they will want them. These will be given to the Vatican in exchange for something that we know they have.” 


     “And exactly what is it that I will be doing?” 


     The man hesitates then sighs. 


     “It is my understanding that you are being sent to negotiate with the Vatican and make an exchange,” he begins. “You will be sent to the Vatican under a fake identity and assigned to the U.S. Consulate, which will give you diplomatic immunity and prevent your baggage from being searched. You are to take these photographs to a contact we have within the Vatican and tell him that they have something we want and that we already know where it is kept. Then you tell him you will exchange something they want for a copy of the information we want. Understand?” 


     Darren nods. “But what is it that I’m bringing back?” 


     The man rubs his eyes with his index finger and thumb, clearly losing patience, which gives Darren an odd sense of satisfaction. 


     “The Vatican has possession of many ancient texts, including a book that teaches the molecular makeup for metals from spaceships that crash-landed after major battles fought over Europe in the 1500s and contains paintings of the UFO battle. That is the book we want, The Book Of Foreign Metals. We want to know the secrets to make the metal from those ships.” 


     Darren shakes his head in disbelief. “These pictures won’t be enough to get something like that.” 


     “I agree.” 


     The man pulls open a drawer in his desk and takes out a black box. He unlocks and opens it, and from the box, he takes out a solid gold scarab and holds it out to Darren. 


     “Offer them this, too,” the man continues. “A symbol in Ancient Egypt because it teaches us that insects can’t fly.” 


     Darren can’t help but snort, for which the man glares at him. “With all due respect, sir, that’s ridiculous,” Darren explains frankly. 


     “That’s what I thought too, until we found these glyphs.” The man motions to the photographs again. “According to these, insects don’t fly. They levitate. Their wings are hollow resonating chambers. The sound waves levitate their bodies. The Ancient Egyptians figured out they could harness these kind of abilities for themselves. It was a lesson they wanted the people of the future to know so they could make certain crafts levitate and even fly around with sonic engineering. The Vatican will find all this information in the glyphs, so don’t worry too much about explaining it to them.” 


     Darren turns the gold scarab slowly in his hand. He tries to imagine the sort of sonic-based levitation which this man is describing, but he somehow finds it all too bizarre to believe. Even after all that he has seen and heard, some things just feel so basic that it would take a miracle occurring right before his eyes for him to believe any other version of these facts. 


     “Anything else I need to know?” he asks, still staring at the artifact. 


     The man hesitates, as though thinking, then shakes his head. “No, that’s all you need to know. Rejoin your escorts outside my office. They will take you to the sleeping quarters and tomorrow you will be sent off to Italy. Understood?” 


     Darren nods curtly. 


     “And do not let those photographs and scarab out of your site,” the man commands sharply. Darren nods once more, and the man continues, “Dismissed.” 


     Darren puts the photographs back into the envelope and places the scarab in his pocket, ensuring that both are secure before he leaves the office. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Nine
The Vatican 


       


     Vatican City, Location: Rome, Italy, Year: 2005 


       


     The day after being given his new assignment, Darren is handed a new passport and sent on a plane to Rome. When he takes a look at the passport, he feels the urge to roll his eyes at the name: Gavriil Petrov. Something about such a Russian name for a flight coming from Anchorage, Alaska, seems both cheesy and amusing to him. As promised, though, his carry-on—which is the only place he trusts he can put the photographs and scarab without prying eyes seeing them—is not searched. He boards the plane, quite relieved that he got on without any problems and that he can keep tabs on the precious cargo. 


     The real test will be the return flight, he thinks as he settles in for a long flight. 


     Over eighteen hours later, Darren’s flight touches down in Rome, Italy. He swiftly retrieves his carry-on from the overhead compartment, exits the plane, and carries his bag to the pick-up area. Soon a sleek, black 2004 Ferrari 550 Maranello rolls up in front of Darren and a robed priest motions for him to enter the car. 


     Fucking richest religion in the world and this is what they decide to do, Darren mentally snarls, but he just lowers himself into the car with the carry-on clutched tightly to his chest. As soon as he is seated, he moves the carry-on to the floor between his feet and buckles up, but he does not let it out of his sight for even a second. 


     “Buongiorno,” the priest says. 


     Darren returns the greeting, but their conversation ends there as the priest puts the car into drive and speeds out of the airport, headed for Vatican City. 


     As they swerve through heavy traffic in the old, narrow city streets, Darren can’t help but think that it would have been more practical for them to ride a motorcycle or something similar instead. Looking around, he sees that many of the citizens do exactly that or merely walk from place to place. Some even drive small city cars like the Smart Fortwo. He notices a couple of Fiats and smirks as he remembers what Bill had told him the Americans jokingly say “Fiat” stands for: Fix It Again, Tony. 


     After a seemingly endless drive through the heart of Rome, the Ferrari, at last, reaches Vatican City. The view of the Vatican Obelisk and Michelangelo’s Dome nearly take Darren’s breath away as they pull into St. Peter’s Square. Small clusters of people wander the square, admiring the architecture and religious importance of the area, but the crowd is not nearly as large as Darren had expected it to be. He supposes that without it being a Catholic holiday or anything of the sort, there really is no reason for it to be too busy, but Rome is a popular tourist destination and more than a few people would die for a chance to see Vatican City at least once. 


     Darren stares at St. Peter’s Basilica as they park in front of it. With its enormity, very few people would ever be able to explore all of its nooks and crannies—when one considers the catacombs running underneath, it’s all but impossible. 


     I can’t imagine all the secrets which have been hidden here… 


     The priest closing his car door snaps Darren out of his thoughts. He grabs his bag and hurries over to the priest. The priest hands his keys to another man—presumably another priest, according to his black robe and white collar—before starting up the stairs. Darren looks over his shoulder at the second priest as he follows the first. 


     “You have a parking valet?” he asks in disbelief. 


     “Not exactly,” the priest replies with a thick Italian accent. “More that he does the rest of us a favor and parks all our cars where no one can…what is the word…” 


     “Hijack them?” 


     “Sì, sì.” 


     “That where the Pope Mobile goes?” Darren jokes. 


     The priest turns to stare at Darren with a blank expression. “That is not your concern.” 


     Darren falls silent as they continue up the stairs. He figures they just don’t want anyone to find out where the Pope Mobile is and sabotage it, but the priest’s tone leaves Darren convinced that it is best to not speak until he is introduced to Orange’s Vatican contact. Even as they enter St. Peter’s Basilica and Darren becomes overwhelmed by its opulence, he does not utter a word. 


     The priest quickly escorts him past St. Peter’s Baldachin and other extravagant examples of Renaissance and Baroque art and architecture which brings even non-Catholics—non-Christians—to the building by the thousands. It is oddly void of visitors, only a couple of tour groups here and there, and Darren wonders if it’s more than just a coincidence or lucky timing with his trip. The priest soon takes him to a part of the basilica off-limits to the public and to a plain wooden door. 


     The priest knocks on the door in three sets of three before opening it. He ushers Darren inside before following after him. 


     They enter what appears to be an ordinary office: pure white walls which greatly contrast with the excessive beauty of the other walls in St. Peter’s Basilica, a couple of metal file cabinets, and even a poster of a sunset on a beach with the words “Love Thy Neighbor” scribbled in a calligraphy-like font at the bottom. Behind a large oak desk sits a man in a dark-colored, wrinkle-free suit. The man stares at them with patient eyes as they enter, and somehow this unnerves Darren more than any of the icy glares he is accustomed to getting from authority figures in this line of work. 


     “Mr. Mathews, this is Sean Risteau,” the priest introduces Darren to the man. “You will be dealing with him today. Sean, this is Darren Mathews—” 


     “I know who he is,” Sean Risteau interrupts the priest. While his tone is not unkind, it is very matter-of-fact and to-the-point. “Thank you, Father Bianchi. I believe I can take it from here.” 


     Father Bianchi bows his head respectfully to Risteau. 


     “Of course.” The priest turns to Darren. “Come find me on the front steps when you are done. I will drive you back to the airport.” 


     Without waiting for Darren to acknowledge his comment, Father Bianchi leaves Risteau’s office, closing the door behind him. 


     Darren is not the least bit thrown by Father Bianchi’s behavior. He’s quite used to it and, at times, prefers it that way. At least then he doesn’t have to force too many niceties himself. 


     “Please, Mr. Mathews, sit.” Risteau motions to the chair across the desk from him. After Darren has seated himself, Risteau continues, “What might I help you with today?” 


     Darren opens his bag and pulls out the envelope of photographs. “I was given these and told that the Vatican might have some interest in them.” 


     He takes three of the photographs out of the envelope and slides them across the desk to Risteau. Risteau picks up the photographs and looks through each one slowly, his brows occasionally raised, as though impressed. 


     “Interesting,” Risteau says. He glances at Darren over the photograph he is examining. “Where were these taken?” 


     “Somewhere in the United States,” Darren replies, careful to avoid giving away too much information before a deal is made. “Some of the glyphs show technologies that might be of interest, and some others depict star maps.” 


     Risteau nods as he absorbs the information. He then set the photographs on the desk and leans toward Darren. 


     “So, what do you want for these?” he asks, his voice flat. 


     “There are some pages from The Book Of Foreign Metals that I need copied.” 


     Darren watches as the ghost of a smirk flashes across Risteau’s face, but it’s gone as quickly as it had appeared. 


     “I’m afraid we have no such book.” 


     “I’m here for a trade. I will give the Vatican those photographs and tell you where they were taken in exchange for copies of the pages I need.” 


     Risteau scratches his chin, deep in thought. 


     “I’m sorry, Mr. Mathews, I’m not sure if I can help you. We don’t have—” 


     Darren holds his hand up to silence him. 


     “Perhaps this will help refresh your memory.” 


     Darren reaches into his bag and pulls out the golden scarab. He holds it up for Risteau to see and watches as the other man’s eyes widen in shock. 


     “It’s from the same place as the glyphs. It’s fairly heavy,” Darren muses as he pretends to weight the scarab in one hand. “I have to wonder why the people who built that place left this for future generations to find. It seems to be a message of some sort…” 


     “May I see it?” Risteau asks, holding out his hand. 


     “Certainly,” Darren says as he gingerly places the scarab in Risteau’s outstretched hand. 


     Risteau brings the scarab close to his face and turns it in his hands, taking in every detail he can make out from a superficial examination. His brow furrows as he seems lost in thought again. Suddenly, he reaches for the phone on his desk and presses the speed dial on number two. 


     “Sì, questo è Sean Risteau,” he says rapidly into the phone. “Ho bisogno di accedere alla camera ventisette.” He pauses for a moment as Darren hears a muffled voice speak on the other end. “Sì, mille grazie.” 


     Risteau hangs up the phone and stands up. 


     “Come with me. Bring the photos and the scarab.” 


     Risteau marches down the hall, Darren on his heels. They stop at the far end in front of an old, black door with a rusty lock and handle. It seems about ready to crumble to the slightest touch and, compared to the condition of everything else there, appears fairly neglected. Yet it does not creak as Risteau unlocks and opens it, much as Darren had suspected and braced himself for; instead, it swings open smoothly and quietly to expose—to privileged eyes only—the metal doors of a modern-looking elevator. 


     Darren rubs his chin and thinks, Interesting façade. A good way to keep turisti from stumbling upon it when they “get separated” from their tour groups and accidentally finding something they shouldn’t. 


     The doors slide open and the men step into an elevator so compact that it’s clearly designed to carry no more than four bodies at a time. The ride down is quiet, void of conversation but filled with tension so palpable that one could cut it with a butter knife. Darren is used to this, though. No one ever really wants to talk when they are about to reveal one of the biggest secrets in their arsenal, even when authorized. 


     After countless floors, the doors slide open again to another long corridor, this one less brightly lit than the one upstairs and completely empty except for Darren and Risteau as they step out of the elevator. Risteau briskly walks down the corridor and stops at a metal door with the number “27” painted in large, black numerals. When Risteau knocks on the door, it is answered by a middle-aged man with thinning hair and a suit similar to Risteau’s. 


     The man bows to Risteau and then moves aside to let them inside. 


     “Buongiorno, Signor Risteau,” he says in a subdued voice. 


     “Buongiorno, Signor Esposito,” Risteau replies with a respectful bow of his own before he enters the room. 


     Darren follows Risteau into the massive room. As Signor Esposito hands them white gloves for handling artifacts, Darren takes in the entire room. From wall to wall, the room is filled with rows of metal shelves that reach the thirty-foot-tall ceiling. Each shelf contains a variety of artifacts kept in glass cases, including yellow-paged books six feet tall and several feet wide. As Risteau and Darren walk down one of the rows, Darren is in awe of the hundreds and hundreds of objects surrounding them. The collection is even more impressive than that which he had stumbled upon at the underground base in the United States, but that is also why he doubts that he will get so lucky as to have someone leave this room unattended as well. 


     At last, they come upon a book encased in a copper jacket. Risteau slips on his gloves and Darren follows suit as Risteau removes the book from its glass case. 


     “Which pages do you want copies of?” Risteau asks. 


     “The pages which tell of how to make the metal from the crashed spacecraft from the 1500s battle, the one in Europe which people did many paintings of.” 


     Risteau nods. “Show me the rest of the photographs.” 


     Darren hands the envelope to Risteau, which he takes along with the book to a table nearby. For several minutes, Risteau examines each photograph one by one, never saying a word but his excitement indicated by his raised eyebrows. Finally, he sets them down and turns to face Darren. 


     “We have a deal.” 


       


     Anna And Darren’s Home On Isla Paraísa, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, United States, Year: 2005 


       


     After his successful negotiation with the Vatican, Agent Publicover grants Darren more leave, and Darren jumps at the chance to be with his wife and daughter. He immediately takes a plane to an Air Force base in Southern Florida and from there boards a boat going out to Isla Paraísa, never stopping to tell Anna about his impending arrival in the hopes of surprising her and Dana. When he finally reaches his family’s home, it is 3:00 p.m. on a Thursday afternoon. 


     Darren unlocks the door and enters without knocking, instead yelling, “Anna, Dana, I’m home!” 


     Anna comes out of the kitchen with a mop and a broad smile on her face. She sets the mop against the wall and runs over to pull Darren into a passionate embrace and kiss. 


     “I wasn’t expecting you!” she exclaims when she resurfaces for air. “Why didn’t you tell me you had gotten leave?” 


     “I wanted to surprise my ladies.” His eyes dart about the living room then his brow furrows. “Where is she, anyway?” 


     “She’s at a friend’s house, studying. I told her to be home for dinner.” 


     “Oh, what are we having?” 


     “Fettuccine Alfredo with sliced portobello mushrooms.” She gives him a teasing grin, mischief twinkling in her eyes. “Lucky for you, I can just as easily make that for three as I can for two. We might’ve had steaks if you had bothered to pick up the phone and give me a call.” 


     She lightly slaps his chest. He rolls his eyes at her. 


     “So, where’d they shove you off to this time?” Anna asks as she leads him over to the couch. 


     “Rome.” Darren sits on the cushion next to Anna, placing his hand on her thigh. “Vatican City, to be exact.” 


     She cocks her head at him. “What were you doing there?” 


     “I was sent to make a trade with them.” 


     “Huh. I had heard that they do that from time to time but haven’t ever been a part of it myself. What exactly did you give them?” 


     “Twelve photographs of glyphs from a granite wall found under this underground pyramid up in Alaska—” 


     Anna chuckles. “If whoever built these pyramids didn’t want them to be found, they discovered a sure-fire way to make sure that it never happens. Between Alaska, Melville Island, and Antarctica, I don’t think they could choose any colder locations. Any sane civilian would stay as far away as possible.” 


     “Well, there was that one, I think it was a sphynx found in Romania, too—” 


     “You mean right before Romania was made a NATO ally?” 


     “Well I—”  


     “Look. Those people are one of the most superstitious ethnic groups still in existence in Europe. They wouldn’t go into those woods if you paid them.” 


     Darren shrugs and acquiesces, “True.” He pauses. “But I don’t think that the builders of this pyramid were necessarily trying to hide anything. In fact, even the man who gave me the photographs thinks that they wanted to leave messages for future generations on the Earth’s surface. There was even a golden scarab left to show us that insects don’t fly but levitate.” 


     Anna huffs. “Really? I’ve been around this shit for a long time and even I find that hard to believe.” 


     “That insects levitate instead of fly? Yeah, I think it’s a bit out there, too, but I have honestly seen weirder.” 


     It’s Anna’s turn to shrug her shoulders and say, “True.” 


     “Anyway, the ancient builders were definitely trying to leave a message for future generations. I wish I was able to look at them long enough to decipher them.” 


     Anna holds Darren’s hands and replies, “Oh, sweetie, you get into enough trouble as it is without the additional temptation.” 


     Darren squeezes Anna’s hands gently. “You’re one to talk.” 


     “So, what did they give you for such profound artifacts?” 


     “Several pages from a book known as The Book Of Foreign Metals. They detail the re-engineering of crafts shot down in a battle above Europe during the 1500s. They’re developing their own type of metal that’s lighter than steel and yet one hundred times stronger, but they felt that what they had needed to be improved upon. I guess they think that the answer is somewhere in those pages and sent me to do their shopping.” 


     “Well, you know that there are a lot of reverse engineering programs in place already. In fact, you actually saw one for yourself when you and your buddies trespassed onto Pine Gap.” 


     She wags her index finger at him like a mother scolding a child, a faint smirk dancing across her lips. 


     “So that’s what those crafts were? They were reverse engineered?” 


     Anna nods. “If I remember correctly, what you saw were test flights of recently reversed engineered craft.” 


     Darren’s eyes widen in awe. “Well, I’ll be damned.” 


     “The agency actually already knew about room twenty-seven and that the Vatican stores artifacts of interest down there due to previous trades with them. You’ll have a hard time to get the Vatican to acknowledge that the room exists, but they’ve done it before, usually when prompted by some blackmail. By the way, did you catch the name of the man with whom you traded?” 


     “Yeah, Sean Risteau.” 


     Anna grabs a piece of scrap paper and a pen off of the coffee table and scribbles down the name. 


     “The way CIA blackmails them typically boils down to finding out who the male prostitutes are that the Catholic Church hires. Then they’d be caught doing something that they shouldn’t be doing and would be offered a trade, the agency’s silence in exchange for whatever the shadow government wanted from room twenty-seven.” 


     “Wait…what?” Darren turns to fully face Anna, confusion etched into his features. “What do you mean, male prostitutes?” 


     Anna takes a deep breath and struggles for the right words to break this to Darren. 


     “CIA has many levels, so I don’t know what the other branches are doing,” she begins. “But I do know there was—and still is—a child sex market catering exclusively to the Catholic Church. There are church buyers who go out and buy children who are usually then used as sex slaves. Then they’re tortured more and passed around until they’re all used up. That’s when they sacrifice them to the dark gods.” 


     Anna watches as the color slowly leaves Darren’s face, but he pulls himself together again before Anna can make any motion to comfort him. 


     “I…by any chance, are the male prostitutes actually grown-up survivors? Were they abused by the Catholic Church and kept alive, rather than being sacrificed, in exchange for a life of servitude?” 


     “Yes. Based on what I know, that’s usually how it goes.” She pauses to gather her thoughts. “Sometimes these male prostitutes reveal who they’re… well… who they’re fucking, and that’s where the blackmail comes in. Sometimes it’s the pope, others it’s a bishop or a cardinal. Then there are times when it’s one of the priests put in charge of room twenty-seven. If CIA can get video, audio, or photographs of one of these… rendezvous then they can blackmail the person in charge and get what they want from them.” 


     Darren removes his hand from Anna’s thigh and puts his head in his hands. He was born a Catholic, but he had never been a blind believer. Something had always felt off about the Catholic Church to him, and now he knows why. He’d heard of preacher abuse since he was a child in Dargo, Victoria, but this seems even greater—even worse—than what he was told. This means that the Catholic Church was overthrown and is now being run by those worshiping not God but a Dark God or multiple dark gods from Babylonian times that require human sacrifice in exchange for power. The child abuse that he knows of has more than forty years of accusations against local priests, so it’s safe to say that the total takeover of the Catholic Church had happened many decades earlier. 


     “In the Catholic Church, you’re programmed to raise your hand if you notice sexual abuse,” he says as he takes lets out a shaky breath. “But then you’re also programmed to leave it to the courts or the church and then that priest is transferred somewhere else where he goes on to abuse others. It’s not right. Parents need to snap the fuck out of their trance and see how they’ve been brainwashed to think that the church will punish their own and make everything all right. Every time someone reports the abuse, a higher-level priest just responds with, ‘Hush, don’t worry. We will pray for forgiveness. Leave it to us and we will take care of it.’ Bull. Fucking. Shit.” He face reddens, veins bulge in his neck. “Their way of taking care of it is to pass the children around some more and continue to build a worldwide practice of child rape and human sacrifice.” 


     Darren’s face has grown red with rage. Anna wraps her arms around him and puts her head on his shoulder, hoping that she could at least calm him down some. 


     “No, it’s not right,” she agrees, although her tone is much calmer and more level-headed. “It disgusts me, but few people are willing to wake up and rise up against it. They’ve all been programmed too well. It’s not only the Catholic Church, either. People around the world accept the normalcy of pedophilia within the Catholic Church and within other religions—” 


     “Like who?” Darren snaps and pulls out of Anna’s grasp. “You know what, I don’t want to know. I just…I don’t want to know.” 


     Anna was about to discuss those following the Talmud, who are just as guilty of abusing and sacrificing children not of their religion, but decides to bite her tongue on the matter. Darren is clearly too upset to process this all right now, so it would have to wait until later. Anna was also aware of Aleister Crowley’s religion, known as Thelema; it sanctioned the sexual abuse, torture, and sacrifice of children as well. Of course word around the water cooler is that Crowley was an MI5 asset. 


     If he wants to wake up others, he’ll first have to fully wake up himself, she thinks. 


     “The damn Catholic Church needs to be burnt to the ground and rebuilt from scratch,” Darren snarls. “No more abstinence requirements for priests. It just fills the Vatican with gays who screw each other or get supplied with men or boys to have sex with. No more gays—” 


     “Watch it, Mathews,” Anna warns. “Not all gay people are like this. Remember how you feel when people lump you in with people like the American Ku Klux Klan just because you’re white—” 


     “You know exactly what I mean. If priests were allowed to marry women, they’d fill the Vatican with families instead of men fucking boys. It would solve a lot of problems.” 


     Anna nods. “Yes, baby, I agree.” 


     Darren reclines on the couch for a few minutes, taking deep breaths to calm himself. Anna leans back and wraps her arms around him again, this time causing him to smile a little. After about fifteen minutes of relaxing like this, their minds have left the unpleasant truth of the Catholic Church behind and become entirely focused on each other and the rare alone time they are now enjoying. 


     “You said Dana won’t be back until dinner, right?” he asks. 


     “Yep.” 


     “And that’ll be around… what, six o’clock?” 


     “That’s what I told her.” 


     Darren reaches over and kisses Anna deeply. 


     “Well then, let’s find something to talk about that might bring us a little… ecstasy, something to get our minds off of these fucked-up religions.” 


     Anna grins. “Perhaps in the bedroom?” 


     Darren does not respond, instead grabbing her hand, lifting her off the couch, and dragging her back to the back bedroom, both of them alternating between laughing like lovestruck teenagers and kissing as passionately as newlyweds. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Ten
The Breach 


       


     Remote Island, Location: Northwest Territories, Canada, Year: 2005 


       


     After another two weeks’ leave, Darren is summoned for another mission on a remote island in Canada’s Northwest Territories with his friend and colleague, Bill Jenkins. Another pyramid had been discovered underground, and beneath that pyramid they had found a tunnel system which stretches for miles and miles. Bill’s job is to see what artifacts and glyphs might exist down there. Darren’s job is to take Bill down there and help him explore the tunnel system as much as possible. 


     “Another tunnel system,” Darren remarks as they come up on the system’s entrance. With a wry grin, he adds, “Promise me you won’t have any close-calls this time, okay, mate?” 


     “Ha, ha, ha,” Bill fakes a laugh. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?” 


     “Never.” Darren’s expression morphs dead serious. “Really, though, this is one of the darkest tunnels I’ve ever seen, and unless there’s some secret light source farther down, the rest of the system is not going to be any better.” 


     “You never know. We’ve seen stranger things at these sites.” 


     “True. But don’t get cocky. Even with our headlamps on, and Lidar mapping all the pathways, it’ll be easy to make one wrong step and probably fall to our deaths. I’m really not in the mood for a life-or-death rescue today if I can at all help it. Promise to be careful?” 


     “Don’t worry, dear. I’m a lot more careful these days.” Bill flashes Darren a reassuring grin, although Darren does not feel at all reassured. “So, are we going to head in?” 


     Darren flicks on his headlamp. “You bet, mate.” 


     “All right, mate.” Bill turns his headlamp on as well, breaking into chuckles as Darren mock-glares at him for the “mate” comment. 


     Darren enters the tunnel, Bill right behind him. With such darkness in a tunnel system which has only had a limited search, neither of them know what they will encounter and Darren would rather be in front to give Bill a fighting chance. The man is a genius in many ways and fairly fit and athletic, but he is nowhere near the level of a former S.A.S. soldier like Darren Mathews when it comes to problem solving and self-reliance. 


     It does not take long for them to start coming across glyphs and other artifacts, far too many for Bill to identify and translate during one trip. In addition to charting their path, they decide to take photographs along the way for further evaluation topside. Even though the cameras are high-end, not-available-to-the-public models, Darren and Bill are still forced to use a form of flash which causes them to be momentarily blinded. 


     “Shit,” Darren mutters as one flash in particular hurts his eyes. 


     “You’d think they’d be able to come up with a camera that can take pictures in low light without a flash by now,” Bill comments, rubbing his own his eyes and trying to force his eyes to adjust again. 


     “They probably have and they just aren’t available to people like us.” 


     “Even when we’re doing shit for them?” 


     Darren shrugs. “This flash causes no glare or wash-out in the photographs, so I guess they don’t really care if we climb back out blind so long as the pictures are good and it doesn’t damage the artifacts.” 


     “Then would it have killed them to put some lights down here before we arrived?” 


     “It might have. We don’t know what’s down here.” Darren glimpses quickly over his shoulder, almost certain that something is hiding in the darkness and watching them but seeing nothing. 


     “Gotta love being the sacrificial lamb.” 


     “Comes with the territory of being ‘the best of the best.’” 


     Bill snorts. “I don’t know how Anna can love that big head of yours.” 


     “You’re one to talk, Indiana Jones. Or do you prefer just ‘Harrison Ford’?” 


     Bill rolls his eyes as he gets closer to the wall. “That two-bit hack severely misrepresents the job of an archaeologist—” 


     “Says the archaeologist who goes off exploring leads that most people would brush off as conspiracy theories.” Darren takes another quick look over his shoulder. He cannot shake the feeling that someone—or something—is following them, but he can’t see anyone, either, so he just resolves to remain alert and not let anything sneak up on them. 


     “These tunnels are incredible already, right down to the construction of the walls,” Bill remarks, running a hand down the rock. “There doesn’t seem to be a drop of water or moisture in here. I think the tunnels were sealed with some sort of acid that created a heated rock which cooled down and caused a permanent seal that does not allow water to seep through.” 


     “I wonder what kind of acid would do that.” 


     “I don’t know. We’ll have to bring in someone else to look at the structure and construction of these walls. Whatever it is, if it’s safe for humans, it would certainly help with houses and other buildings in rainier areas like Seattle and London.” 


     Darren nods in agreement, but his mind is elsewhere. The tingling on the back of his neck is persistent. 


     “C’mon, we best keep moving.” 


     “Wait.” Bill pulls a piece of chalk out of his pocket and runs it across the wall. 


     “What the—?” 


     “It’s so we can find our way back out. We’ll mark the walls we pass after every few feet and then follow the marks out when we decide to head back. With it being so dark in here, I don’t want to take any risks.” 


     “Great idea. That’s the kind of caution I was looking for from you.” 


     The farther they get down the tunnels, the more convinced Darren becomes that they are endless or, at the very least, stretch for hundreds of miles. He tries to imagine where they could possibly lead and who would possibly need—let alone go to the effort of building—such an enormous tunnel system. 


     “You know,” he says as they stop to take more photographs and add a new stretch of tunnel to their chart, “I went to a pyramid like the one above us over in Alaska, near Anchorage. It’s underground, too, and has a tunnel system running beneath it.” 


     Bill scratches his chin. “What did you see down there?” 


     “Well, I wasn’t shown much, but I saw these photographs of glyphs that the people working there said that they were taken in the tunnels underneath the pyramid. They found this golden scarab, too. It looked like the glyphs were meant to be found by future generations in order to be able to build the sorts of crafts it depicted.” 


     “What was with the scarab?” 


     “I was told that it was to show how insects don’t fly but levitate. Something about sound waves in chambers, I don’t remember exactly what.” 


     While Darren’s tone betrays his disbelief, Bill seems intrigued by the idea. 


     “So they thought that they could make crafts that fly using the vibrations of sound waves, just as they postulated how insects levitate. Interesting.” Bill does a three-sixty, giving a cursory glance to the glyphs surrounding them. “I think that this pyramid and the one in Alaska might be connected.” 


     “How so?” 


     “I mean they’re literally connected, connected by these tunnels and the ones that run under the Alaska pyramid.” 


     “I wonder why,” Darren replies, looking at the walls around them with a fresh perspective, “and who built them.” 


     Bill shrugs. “If we keep moving, we might find out.” 


     They each snap a couple more photographs before continuing down the tunnel, silently contemplating the answers to the questions of “who” and “why”. 


     Five kilometers into the tunnels, they are brought to a halt by a hand-carved, oval-shaped cavern that rose to at least one hundred meters above them. Darren pokes his head inside the cavern, his hand on the pulse laser he always carries on him during this kind of mission, and then, finding it empty of any visible living beings, motions for Bill to follow him inside. 


     “Woah,” Bill exhales. He wonders into the cavern, almost in a trance-like state as Darren keeps watch on their surroundings with a sharp eye. 


     “Be careful, Bill,” Darren warns. “We don’t know what might be in here.” 


     “Darren, look!” Bill points above them where the walls and ceiling are covered in cave entrances and enormous carvings. “Are those giants depicted in those carvings?” 


     At the word “giants,” Darren’s head snaps upward. 


     “They are,” he says in breathy awe. “They look just like the frozen giants I saw—” 


     “When did you see frozen giants?” Bill stares at Darren in disbelief and admiration. 


     “Anna, Dr. Emily, and I went on an expedition to a pyramid in Antarctica, and there were some giants in cryogenic sleep there. The faces of these carvings look exactly like the faces I saw down there.” 


     “Do you think that this means there are some of those in these tunnels?” Bill’s voice becomes laced with apprehension. 


     “Let’s hope not.” 


     As Bill continues to gaze in amazement at the carvings and caves above them, Darren begins to explore the cavern around them. He soon spots a doorway in one of the side walls of the cavern, at least twenty feet tall and fifteen feet wide. 


     “Hey, Bill, come on.” 


     Darren does not wait for Bill to respond before heading for the door, assuming—correctly—that Bill would be not far behind. 


     Bill is looking down at the Lidar outlay, charting this offshoot from the cavern, when he walks through the doorway and right into Darren. 


     “Darren, what the hell? Why’d you stop right in the middle—” 


     Bill lifts his head to find a chamber smaller than the main cavern yet which still dwarfs the two humans all the same. A star map runs across the ceiling; carvings along the walls depict giants holding animals as humans worship them, some kneeling face-down with others placing human-sized offerings at the giants’ feet; even the pillars have been carved with writing and symbols. Bill approaches the nearest pillar and leans as close to it as possible, trying to illuminate the writing as well as he can with his headlamp without obscuring his view of it. 


     “Remarkable,” he mutters, but the words bounce across the chamber walls. 


     “They look Sumerian but I’m not sure…” 


     “No. Not these pillars. Remarkable is the fact you text me that bullshit about Telsa and von Braun.” 


     Darren snaps a few pictures of the pillars, including close-ups of the writing and symbols, before moving on to the star maps and carvings on the walls. “Bullshit?” 


     “Yeah. I had to get a new phone.” 


     “Do you think that humans built this chamber in honor of the giants or…?” 


     Darren trails off, but Bill knows what he’s trying to ask. 


     “I loved that phone.” 


     “The Sumerian-like writing leads me to believe that humans were at least involved,” he muses. “However, some of these things, like the star map, are too high up for humans to get to without significant help through either technology or larger beings.” 


     “Either way, I’m not sure if I want to stick around to find out. We should go back to the cavern and check out the caves up above.” 


     “Good idea.” 


     When they reenter the cavern, Darren pulls a grappling hook and some climbing gear and uses it to get up to the lowest of the caves. Bill follows suit, although a bit more slowly than the highly-skilled former S.A.S. agent. 


     “Damn, Bill, look at the size of these bones!” 


     Bill unhooks himself from his climbing gear and joins Darren inside the cave. There appears to have been a burial here, but the bones are at least twice the size of a normal human’s. Along each wall are statues with glyphs carved into the wall next to each one. Bill is about to take photographs of the bones with the camera Orange had given him but then stops. 


     “Darren, do you think that this could be off-the-record?” 


     Darren nods. “I don’t see a thing.” 


     Bill pulls his personal camera out of his bag. Even with the flash, the photographs are of a much lower quality than the ones taken with Orange’s cameras. 


     “The light in here is horrible. I hope these pictures come out okay…” 


     “Here, let’s try turning on our flashlights and Coleman lanterns. Maybe that’ll help. If not, we might have to light our candles, too.” 


     Darren and Bill get one lantern each and a couple of flashlights from their bags and aim the beams of light at the bones. Bill tries taking more photographs with this lighting plus the flash. 


     “That’ll have to do. I’d rather not light the candles unless it’s absolutely necessary. We’ll need them in case our batteries go out.” 


     Before Darren can respond, the sound of a rock hitting a wall echoes from farther down the cave. Bill opens his mouth to ask Darren what it was, but Darren gestures for him to stay silent and follow him. They slowly make their way toward the source of the noise, leaving their bags on the ground near the entrance and both of them on high alert for anyone (or anything) that might be following them. When they finally find the rock that had been thrown against the wall, they cannot see whatever or whoever had thrown it. The fact that the rock lay there, abandoned and out of place, gives Bill the creeps and causes Darren’s internal alarms to blare. 


     “Let’s get out of this cave,” he whispers as quietly as possible to Bill, who nods in agreement. 


     As they return to the cave entrance, they find that Bill’s bag has been stolen. All they have to do is exchange a glance in order to know that they are both done with this exploration. Darren goes to pack up what’s left of their supplies and leave when Bill places a hand on his shoulder. 


     “Wait, I need paper and a pencil,” Bill says, his voice low so that whatever is in there with them might not hear him. 


     Darren, knowing better than to ask why, gets a piece of paper and a pencil out of his bag and hands them to Bill. He watches as his friend walks to the nearest statue and covers one of the strange glyphs with the paper before carefully tracing it with the pencil. 


     “Bill? What are you doing?” Darren asks in hushed tones as he comes up behind the archaeologist. 


     “This isn’t like the Sumerian symbols. I don’t know what it is. It might be from a civilization we haven’t encountered before, and I need to study it to find out.” 


     Darren glances over his shoulder. “Okay, but hurry up, mate.” 


     As Bill finishes tracing over the glyph, Darren snaps a few photographs to help Bill’s study. The two then dash back to Darren’s bag, throw the rest of their supplies inside it, and rush back to the cavern floor using their climbing gear. 


     As they leave the cavern and reenter the tunnel system, they search the chalk marks that Bill had made on the walls. They find nothing. 


     “Shit,” Bill mutters. “What now?” 


     Immediately, Darren’s military training kicks in. He takes a couple deep breaths to keep himself calm and looks around for anything that might indicate from which way they had originally come. 


     I should’ve made note of the glyphs to use as landmarks, he berates himself. Would be a hell of a lot easier if we could see worth shit in here, too. 


     Desperate, Darren turns his gaze downward. To his relief, in the dirt covering their path is a pair of boot prints which Darren quickly recognizes as his. He directs his headlamp a little ahead of him and finds a twin trail of both his and Bill’s footprints. 


     “Thank God,” he says as he turns to Bill. “It looks like there was enough dirt on the ground for us to leave footprints. All we have to do is follow them out.” 


     “Thank goodness. Let’s get out of here before…whatever it is can catch up to us.” 


     “Agreed.” 


     They follow their footprints back to the entrance of the tunnel they had sent out from, but they find that they are not alone. During their expedition, a listening post had been set up by The Orange Corporation. Darren and Bill have never been quite so relieved to see security contractors waiting for them at the entrance to a site. 


       


     Anna And Darren’s Home On Isla Paraísa, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, United States, Year: 2005 


       


     While Darren is away on his new mission, Anna falls back into her routine of housework, caring for Dana, and having lunch once a week with Robin Shepherd, their neighbor who has helped Anna take care of Dana since she was a baby. The woman had become like another grandmother to Dana and often takes the girl out shopping or to the movies. 


     On this day, Robin had taken Dana out to shop for some new shorts so that Anna could get some cleaning done around the house and then go pick up some groceries. Anna had noticed that hanging out with Robin always helps Dana feel better when her father is away, so Anna hoped that it would help Dana get out of her funk, at least for the day. She knows that nothing could really replace Darren actually being there, but it’s that anyone could do considering that The Orange Corporation could call him away any moment they damn well pleased. 


     It’s about 2:00 p.m. and Anna is grabbing her purse to go to the grocery store when there’s a knock at her door. 


     Dear Lord, what now? she thinks as she looks out the peephole. 


     To Anna’s surprise, it’s Agent Stuart Publicover, dressed all in black as usual, on the other side of the door. She throws her purse onto the nearby armchair, knowing that a visit like this could take a while, and opens the door with a forced smile on her face. 


     “Agent Publicover, this is quite the surprise. How are you?” she says when the door is open enough for him to see her. 


     “Just fine, Agent Mathews. Might I come inside?” His tone is flat and emotionless, no indicator as to his true purpose there, a fact which annoys Anna to no end. 


     “Of course. Please, come inside.” 


     She steps aside and motions the agent inside her home. Normally, it’s only a minor annoyance for him to make a house call, but that’s when he gives her some advanced warning. There had been nothing in the latest updates she had delivered to him which should have warranted him making the trip from Australia to the United States. 


     “What brings you all the way here?” Anna asks as she closes the door. “Was there something wrong with my latest report?” 


     “No, no, not at all,” Agent Publicover replies as he sits on her couch. She sits on the other end, facing him. “No, I’m afraid that there’s a much more urgent nature to my visit.” 


     Anna’s posture stiffens. “What’s wrong?” 


     “Has Darren been talking with you about anything to do with his missions?” 


     Anna suppresses the urge to roll her eyes at him. “Yes, of course. I am his handler, after all. It’s my job.” 


     “Are you sure he has told you everything?” His pale blue eyes pierce through her straight to her soul. 


     “Why would he lie to me?” 


     “Not lie. But, perhaps, omit?” 


     She folds her hands in her lap to keep herself from clenching them or punching him. 


     “What are you getting at, Agent Publicover?” 


     “I’m not meaning any offense, Anna. We’ve just had a breach of security at an underground base in the United States which is connected via the mag-lev train to Pine Gap. Several documents are missing.” 


     Dreading the answer, Anna asks, “And what does that have to do with Darren?” 


     “He helped take a being from a crash to the underground base, one of only four members of the recovery team for that crash to be a part of the transportation. Everyone who had been to the base within two weeks before and two weeks after the discovery of the missing documents are being interviewed. I am here to follow up on Darren and bring him in to be interviewed.” 


     For a moment, Anna can only sit there, stunned. She tries to not let her shock show on her face, but Agent Publicover, having had the same kind of training as she did, recognizes this effort. 


     “Anna,” he continues in a tone that attempts to be friendly but comes across as condescending, “if Darren had anything to do with this, you need to tell me so that the situation may be dealt with.” 


     “Which documents were unaccounted for?” 


     “I know that Darren has a history of flirting with the line between what is permitted and what is not, but this is very serious. Do you think he took those documents?” 


     In truth, Anna does not know. She remembers his solo trip out to the bush in South Africa. She strongly suspects the reasons behind such trips alone, but she does not know for sure. It’s not that she thinks Darren could not have done it, but to admit that he might have—she isn’t about to sign his death warrant that way. 


     “Which documents were unaccounted for?” she asks again. 


     Agent Publicover purses his lips. “I am unable to reveal that information, but they are top-level security and contain incredibly sensitive information.” 


     Anna nods. “I will bring the topic up the next time I talk with him.” 


     Agent Publicover searches her face and, finding nothing upon which he could act, nods and stands up. 


     “Very well. Thank you for your cooperation, Agent Mathews.” He heads for the door with Anna a couple steps behind him. “If you find out anything over the next couple days, I will be enjoying the sites of this beautiful island.” He turns to face her as he reaches the door and gives her a genuine smile. “I quite like it here. I can see why you and Darren chose to raise your daughter here.” 


     Anna returns his smile. “Yes, it is lovely. Perfect weather, too. You don’t really miss a white Christmas when you’re able to enjoy a walk around the block without freezing to death.” 


     Agent Publicover laughs, but the sound is hollow. His smile quickly disappears. “Well, please do not hesitate to call me the moment you learn anything regarding this… situation. I will call in to check with you in a few weeks after I interview the others at the base during the time in question.” 


     “Of course. Enjoy your stay.” 


     Anna lets out a frustrated sigh after Agent Publicover exits and the door has closed behind him. 


     “Dammit, Darren,” she mutters to herself. “How could you have been so sloppy?” 


     She tries for a week after that to contact Darren at his new mission site but has no luck in reaching him. After her twentieth call to him, she tells herself that she just has to be patient and keep trying. Darren would never do anything to put her or Dana in danger, that’s what she repeats to herself when she is alone in her attempts to keep her head about her. 


     A little voice in her head always responded to Anna, He wouldn’t do it on purpose, but he might not have thought it through. 


       


     Remote Island, Location: Northwest Territories, Canada, Year: 2005, Later That Same Day 


       


     After leaving the tunnel system and checking in with their superiors, Darren and Bill stand outside the pyramid, going over the authorized photographs and chart from the expedition. 


     “There’s so much down there to unpack,” Bill says as he browses the photographs on the camera, Darren looking over his shoulder. “I’ll definitely need Dr. Emily’s help with this.” 


     “We’ll have to ask for her to be sent here, but I agree.” 


     “At the very least, I can’t come to any reliable conclusions from what we have here.” 


     “What do you suggest we do?” 


     “I think we need to go back down there. I need more time to look at the glyphs in person, and I need to see if there are more artifacts down there, which I’d bet my last dollar there are.” 


     Darren scratches his chin, deep in thought. “All right, but we aren’t going alone again. There’s something down there. I don’t think it’s something or someone that we can or should take on alone.” 


     Bill nods in agreement, appearing relieved. 


     “We’ll also need to bring weapons,” Darren continues. “They got really close to us in there without us ever seeing them. I’m not taking any chances.” 


     “You won’t be hearing any arguments from me.” Bill exhausts a nervous laugh. 


     “I should put in a mission request with Peter, then.” 


     Peter Bush, a distant cousin of the Bush family, is Darren’s superior at The Orange Corporation and would have to approve any further exploration of the tunnel system, especially involving a team of more than just Bill and Darren. 


     “All right. I’ll try and see if I can scrape together any sort of analysis with these pictures in the meantime.” Bill shook his head and motioned toward the tunnel system’s entrance. “One thing you can count on, I’m sure as hell not going near there again without some heavily-armed guards.” 


     “At least you didn’t try to get yourself caught in a collapse again, mate.” Darren flashes Bill a teasing grin. 


     “Seriously, are you never going to let that go?” 


     “No, mate. Never.” 


     The two friends share a laugh before parting ways for the rest of the day, Darren to go put in a request with Peter and Bill to consult his many books in an attempt to find matches for the glyphs and artifacts they had managed to capture on film. Darren discovers several missed calls and messages from Anna on his cell phone, but he knows she will understand the need to put work first. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Eleven
The Expedition 


       


     Remote Island, Location: Northwest Territories, Canada, Year: 2005, Two Days Later 


       


     Peter Bush green-lights the additional exploration with the caveat that Darren gives him forty-eight hours to request the additional manpower that Darren needs to reenter the tunnel system safely. After those two days, along with Dr. Emily, Peter sends four ex-American Special Forces agents who now serve as security consultants for The Orange Corporation—in other words, mercenaries. They are Michael Corman, Simon Patterson, Willie Jones, and their leader, George Pechilo. 


     After explaining the situation to Dr. Emily and the four mercenaries—omitting the details regarding his and Bill’s “off-the-record” activities—Darren leads the team, along with Bill, into the tunnel system. Bill is not part of the “approved” recovery team, but Bill had expressed wanting to come along for further investigation of the cavern with the giant doorway, and Darren does not bother to check with Peter before deciding to bring him as well. After all, only Darren and Bill have a real clue as to what is down there, and Bill teamed up with Dr. Emily is their best chance of deciphering the glyphs and artifacts. 


     As they make their way through the tunnels, they are careful to have two different men mark their trail with chalk on the walls. 


     “If this disappears, I’ll be impressed,” George Pechilo states when the first marks are made. 


     “Like I said, they did the first time we were down here, so we have to be careful,” Darren replies. He looks over his shoulder to find Bill and Dr. Emily fussing over some of the glyphs on the wall nearby. “Come on, you two, we have bigger fish to fry up ahead.” 


     Bill takes some photographs with one of the cameras provided by Orange and then hurries with Dr. Emily to catch up to Darren and the others. 


     Aside from marking the walls at regular intervals and allowing Bill and Dr. Emily to take a few photographs of the glyphs, the group does not stop until they reach the gigantic cavern. Darren and the mercenaries decide to make camp for the night while Bill and Dr. Emily study the numerous glyphs, carvings, and artifacts in the cavern and various caves above them. 


     After the camp has been made and Bill and Dr. Emily have climbed up to one of the caves, Darren decides to join them. Michael Corman offers to come up with him as extra security and, considering what happened the last time he and Bill went into one of those caves, Darren does not object. 


     When they reach the cave, Corman volunteers, “I’ll stand guard at the entrance. Don’t want anything climbing up after us.” 


     “Good idea.” 


     Darren heads farther back in the cave where he can hear Bill and Dr. Emily talking excitedly. 


     “What’s going on?” he asks as he approaches them. 


     Bill grins broadly over his shoulder at Darren. 


     “Golden artifacts, that’s what’s going on,” he replies enthusiastically. “Come look!” 


     Bill steps aside to show Darren a stash of golden artifacts. Darren, wide-eyed, kneels beside the hoard. He can make out inscriptions, but he does not recognize any of the symbols. 


     “We think that some of the caves were used as burials, like the one you and I found,” Bill explains, “and others were used to store artifacts like these.” 


     “Do you know what’s written on them?” Darren asks, standing up and backing away from the artifacts. 


     “Not yet, but we might be able to if we can spend more time with them.” 


     Bill takes out his personal camera and begins taking photographs of the artifacts, and Darren follows suit. 


     Down at the entrance of the tunnel, Corman catches a glimpse of the flash out of the corner of his eye. He cautiously approaches the source and stops when he sees that it’s Darren and Bill taking photographs. After a couple more flashes, Corman realizes that they are using personal cameras. He makes mental note of that fact before slowly making his way back to the cave entrance, trying to not draw any attention to himself. 


     Darren and Bill discover ancient pottery and gold and copper ceremonial bowls mixed in with the artifacts. They take more photographs, each flash lighting up the walls surrounding them and making the gold shimmer brilliantly. Dr. Emily covers her eyes to keep from being blinded by the oscillation between light and dark. 


     “Should you two really be doing this?” she asks. 


     “Don’t worry, Dr. Emily, it’ll be fine,” Bill replies, waving his hand dismissively. 


     “You two have gotten lucky before, but do you really want to push it?” 


     “Dr. Emily, it will be fine,” Darren insists. He puts his camera back in his bag. “We should get back. There’s a lot more to be explored.” 


     Bill and Dr. Emily nod in agreement and follow him back to the entrance. They then collect Corman, who acts as though he knows nothing about what they had been doing back there, and the group descends back down into the cavern. 


     When they return to camp, Darren decides that the group should split up, some staying behind at the camp and the others scouting out the massive tunnel entrance. He assigns Corman to stay behind with Bill and Dr. Emily and then takes Pechilo, Patterson, and Jones with him to the tunnel entrance. 


     Darren and the three men go down the huge tunnel marked by pillars perfectly carved from the rock. They travel slowly with the lights from their weapons illuminating the way. Pechilo leads the way, followed by Jones and Patterson, and Darren brings up the rear. 


     Pechilo suddenly gives a hand signal that indicates there is something which they need to stop and inspect more closely. He and Darren go ahead to check out what’s ahead while Patterson and Jones keep watch on the sides and rear of the group. It’s as intensely dark as a thick, overgrown rainforest on a moonless night; without their lights, none of the men would be able to see the hands in front of their faces, and even the lights just barely illuminate enough for them to proceed without tripping. 


     Darren and Pechilo come to a stop in front of what appears at first sight to be a set of descending platforms three feet tall. After a second look, both Darren and Pechilo come to the same realization: these are not a set of platforms but a set of stairs made for beings far larger than a human. 


     “Patterson! Jones! Get up here,” Darren calls back to the other two security consultants. 


     As Patterson and Jones approach, Darren and Pechilo watch with slight amusement as their jaws drop at the sight of the steps. All four of them glance over the edge of the first step, but they cannot see far down them as the steps continue far into the dark abyss, out of the reach of their lights. 


     “Move out but be cautious,” Darren orders. 


     Several hours later, Darren’s group returns and meets up with Bill, Dr. Emily, and Corman. 


     “What’d you find?” Bill asks the moment they return to camp. 


     “Where to start?” Darren begins. “There are enormous steps made for something much bigger than us that run downward for miles. There are no carvings or glyphs but like with the tunnel we used to enter the system, there are no signs of weeping walls. The stairs also go by these large caverns with stalagmites rising from the floor and stalactites coming down from the ceiling to connect with the floor in a few places.” 


     “Did you find any artifacts?” 


     Darren shakes his head. “No, not where we explored. What about you? What did you discover?” 


     Bill smiles and walks over to what appears to be nothing more than a towel on top of some pile. He removes it to expose gold plates three feet in diameter and covered with all sorts of writing. 


     “These,” Bill points to some pottery and clothing, “we got from the burial caves. The clothes are from the buried skeletons themselves.” 


     Darren scrunches his nose. “You actually took them off the bodies?” 


     “It’s nothing you haven’t done before.” 


     “And not all of them came off the skeletons directly,” Dr. Emily adds. “Some were just near them inside the same cave. It wasn’t an entirely macabre task.” Then, without warning, she continues, “What’s more important is that these skeletons are definitely not human, not normal humans, anyway. They are much larger, anywhere from eight to twelve feet tall.” 


     Pechilo whistles low. “Shit.” 


     “They look well-respected by the way they were buried, too,” Bill adds. 


     Dr. Emily nods in agreement. “We think that they were the members of some sort of council and this is their resting place. We also found bowls made from copper and headbands made of gold with quartz stones in the center of the headpieces.” 


     “This place is a fucking gold mine!” Patterson exclaims. 


     “Calm down, Patterson,” Pechilo cautions his underling. “We’re here to guard the brains over there, not treasure hunt.” 


     Admittedly, Bill and Dr. Emily are no less excited than Patterson but for far different reasons. 


     “We should go down and explore that other tunnel now that you’ve scoped it out,” Bill says. 


     Darren hesitates. “It’s a pretty hazardous place with the darkness and the height of those steps. How about we all eat, drink, and rest and then we’ll all go back into the unknown.” 


     “Okay. Just use caution with food, people,” Bill warns. “Folks get sick from unsanitary caves all the time.” 


     They all agree. While the others either snack on some provisions or crawl into their tents for some shut-eye, Pechilo stays awake and alert to take the first watch. 


       


     Tunnel System Underneath Pyramid, Location: Remote Island, Northwest Territories, Canada, Year: 2005, The Next Day 


       


     After a good rest, the group heads down the large tunnel and descends down the stairs. From Bill’s and Dr. Emily’s aching muscles, they would think it is taking them an eternity to climb down those steps but, in fact, it takes them six hours to reach the bottom. There they are met by a fork in the road and are faced with a decision: go left or go right. After some deliberation, they decide to split up and each walk five hundred meters down their respective tunnels and then return to discuss what they find. 


     Bill, Darren, and Pechilo head down the left tunnel. Dr. Emily, Patterson, Jones, and Corman take the right. 


     As they walk down their tunnel, Bill notices that the height of the tunnel is not uniform. Rather, it goes up and down in height, and Bill knows exactly why. 


     “I’ve seen this before,” he tells Darren and Pechilo. “These are really ancient tunnels. The varying heights are to make air move more naturally. Modern tunnels have only one basic height, but ancient ones don’t do that. They include dips and rises so that air can move better.” 


     Darren seems genuinely interested in Bill’s factoid, but Pechilo really could care less. All he’s worried about is finding something of use to his superiors and making sure that their entire team—including his security team—gets out of the tunnels alive. Unfortunately for his former goal, they do not find anything but darkness for much of the five hundred meters. Then Pechilo stumbles over something, nearly tripping. 


     In an attempt to keep himself from falling, his hands fly out and his weapon hits the wall. The noise echoes down the tunnel. They freeze in their spots and listen. Wind whips their faces. They hear some sounds that they can’t quite make out. Darren gives the order to shut off their flashlights, and Pechilo and Bill swiftly obey. They continue to listen for a few minute but hear nothing else. They carefully proceed and soon come upon more stairs headed downward. 


     The three men exchange uneasy glances. How far could these tunnels possibly go? 


     “I think we’ve gone far enough,” Darren declares in a whisper. “Let’s head back.” 


     Neither Pechilo nor Bill argue as they turn around and leave to meet back up with Dr. Emily and the rest of the security team. 


     When the teams meet back up in the cavern, every one of their flashlights go out, plunging them into deep darkness. They go so silent that they can almost hear each other’s heart beating. 


     “Okay,” Darren says, “everyone stay calm. Pechilo, do you have anything we can use for light that won’t go out?” 


     Pechilo reaches into his bag and pulls out a glow stick. He cracks it and soon green light illuminates the immediate area. 


     “There should be several in everyone’s kit,” he says. 


     The others reach into their bags and find their glow sticks. While the other just crack and hold theirs, Darren takes out a knife and starts to cut his open, allowing for the glowing liquid to drop onto the ground. 


     “The light will last for eight hours,” Pechilo reminds them. 


     Darren nods and turns to Dr. Emily. “Did you find anything?” 


     Dr. Emily shakes her head. “No, the tunnels just continue on. You?” 


     “Same,” Darren replies. “I think we need to head back now. With our main source of light extinguished, it’s too dangerous to roam around down here.” 


     “I want to keep going,” Dr. Emily says. 


     She starts walking toward another tunnel, and Darren and the others feel as though they have no choice but to follow the stubborn woman. At the entrance to this tunnel, Dr. Emily points to something in the dirt. 


     “Look at these.” 


     The men gather around to see what she’s pointing at; a trail of undisturbed footprints, clearly made by enormous sandals. 


     “We should follow them,” she continues. 


     Darren hesitates then reluctantly nods. “Fine, but everyone be extra careful. We don’t know what’s down this way.” 


     “Besides something with huge feet,” Corman grumbles. 


     Dr. Emily takes point with Darren and Bill right behind her. Pechilo takes up the rear, and Jones walks right in front of him. The farther they follow the footprints, the more uneasy Pechilo gets. He taps Jones on the shoulder and gives him a thumbs-down, the hand signal for “enemy”. Jones passes the message along the group, and they all come to a stop. Darren leaves his position near the front to check in with Pechilo. 


     “What is it?” he asks. 


     “We’re not alone down here,” Pechilo replies. 


     “I agree.” 


     “We need to proceed cautiously. I think we’re being followed.” 


     “I agree,” Darren repeats. 


     “We can press on for a little while, but I still think it’d be better if we head back.” 


     Darren looks from Dr. Emily back to Pechilo. “Let’s just see where the footprints go and then we’ll leave. Keep on your toes.” 


     Pechilo nods, and Darren returns to the front of the group before they proceed. 


     With only the glow sticks for light, Darren is starting to think that it’s time to go back. He splatters more of the liquid glow stick onto the walls as a marker so they can find their way back. It isn’t long until they come to the stone statues of two giants, one on each side of another tunnel entrance. The only other thing they can see are the stairs going down. 


     “We are not going down there,” Darren says, his face stone. His internal alarm is blaring at him louder than ever. His eyes won’t stop darting around the tunnel, but even with his more advanced eyesight, he can see nothing in the darkness. 


     “There might be some important artifacts,” Dr. Emily points out. 


     Pechilo shakes his head. “I agree with Mathews. There’s something not right. About this. Not right about any of this.” 


     “If the footsteps lead here, there’s probably something worth seeing down there,” Bill starts, “but I don’t know if we should continue with both Darren and Pechilo saying we shouldn’t. They’re more trained in this sort of thing than we are, Dr. Emily. I think we should trust their instincts on this.” 


     Dr. Emily thinks on the matter for a moment and is about to acquiesce to the men’s request when a pike impales Pechilo, sending him into the ceiling five meters above them. A giant foot kicks Darren like a football and sends him flying backward. 


     Patterson fires his weapon into the abyss only to hear the return of a heavy growl. A hand reaches out of the darkness and grabs him as he continues to fire blindly at the foreign sounds. The hand crushes his head like a grape and throws his lifeless body against the wall as easily as a rag doll. The pike, with the screaming Pechilo still attached, is pulled out of the ceiling and slammed into Bill and Dr. Emily, sending them to the ground. Darren, Jones, and Corman jump into action and start firing their weapons in the direction of the sounds and visible body parts. Jones throws out a flare that lights up the legs of a towering giant as it approaches them from the newly-discovered tunnel entrance. He shoots the giant in the balls, but the giant only kneels down with a sword in his hands. Before anyone can react, the giant slices Jones in half. 


     Darren, Bill, Dr. Emily, and Corman retreat through the tunnel and head back to the stairs. The giant screams at them, yelling something which they do not understand. As soon as he goes for his spear, the remaining survivors scramble up the stairs as quickly as is humanly possible, their weapons silenced. 


     As Bill and Dr. Emily ascend, Darren emplaces a claymore, which he brought as a precaution to protect them while they slept. Carefully, he sets it up on the stairs and when it is armed, he continues up the stairs with Corman. 


     They only get twenty-five meters up the stairs when the giant shows himself. He throws his spear but by pure luck, the weapon misses its target, Corman. Before the giant can reach them with his sword, a massive explosion kills their ears, followed soon by a loud scream. They look back, expecting the giant to be dead, but he’s not. One of his lower legs has been shredded and mangled to bits, but the giant is very much alive. When he looks down and sees that one of his feet is now just a bloody stump, his screams rip through the entire tunnel system. A horn is sounded, and Darren realizes it’s an alarm. The giant is obviously a guard protecting whatever lies in the tunnels below. 


     The remaining team members continue up the stairs. Darren quickly pulls out some C-4 bricks and sets the charge as a booby trap in the stalagmite chamber, rigged to blow if the wire is tripped. 


     Dr. Emily slows down to rest, but Darren knows there is no time. 


     “Doctor! get going!” Darren yells. 


     Dr. Emily, unaccustomed to being screamed at, positions herself to argue, but Darren slaps her before she can start. Now she realizes the severity of the situation and starts running again. Bill grabs her hand and together they continue up the stairs. The sound of the injured giant’s horn follows them through the tunnel. 


     “There’s going to be more of them coming very soon,” Darren warns them. “We best not be around when they arrive.” 


     As they struggle to climb up the long stairway, a boom reverberates from below, soon followed by a vibration and a concussion wave that takes thirty seconds to hit them. The resulting wind of the blast wave knocks them back a few steps. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Twelve
The Great Escape 


       


     Underground Remote Island, Location: Northwest Territories, Canada, Year: 2005 


       


     Dr. Emily is physically unable to go any faster, and both she and Bill are beginning to tire. 


     “I can’t… I can’t…” she mutters, close to tears. 


     “Dr. Emily, can you go any farther?” Darren asks as he comes up behind her. 


     Dr. Emily only shakes her head and starts to cry. 


     Making an executive decision, Darren says, “We either leave you or we carry you.” 


     Not giving his friend a choice, he slings her over his shoulder so they can continue. Dr. Emily still cries, now humiliated, but Darren doesn’t give a shit. 


     “I’m staying behind,” Corman suddenly announces. “I’ll rig up another booby trap to give you guys a head start. I’ll catch up with you if I can.” 


     Darren is about to object but just nods as Corman is already pulling out a brick of C-4 and two fragmentation grenades. 


     “Hurry,” Darren says before he runs off with Bill and Dr. Emily, leaving Corman to rig a trip wire booby trap. 


     Darren’s group is only halfway up the stairs when a second explosion erupts from where they had just come. 


     Corman is now flat on his stomach as the concussion wave knocked him flat to the ground. It takes him a minute to recover, and by that time he can hear several giants moving up the dark tunnel towards him. He doesn’t hesitate to use his night vision scope on his .308 caliber rifle. He soon spots three giants approaching him armed with metal rod-like spears. Corman starts firing his weapon. 


     Darren realizes his team isn’t going to make it and puts Dr. Emily down. He rips open his pack and sets up the remaining plastic explosive. They hear the screams of their dying comrade as the giants, against whom he had fought so bravely, mutilate him. 


     Bill runs up to Darren. “What can I do?” 


     Darren smiles at his friend and lets him help set up the explosive. He then drops a few chemical lights onto the ground about ten feet from his booby trap so as to give the giants something to focus on. 


     When Darren walks up the stairs, he comes into liquid from the glow sticks poured all over the walls, and several more are lighting up an area of about twenty-five feet, just barely enough to show the thick legs of a giant. Darren is called over by Bill and he approaches them. 


     The men remain still in ambush. They hear some very angry giants approaching them. 


     “When I start firing my weapon, start shooting,” Darren instructs Bill, who nods in acknowledgment. 


     Darren raise an M203 grenade launcher attached to an older M16-looking weapon. He hopes a direct hit will knock down the second giant and the first one will be taken down by the booby trap. 


     If there’s more, God help us. 


     Darren mentally cusses as several giants come up after them from the darkness below. The explosion is brain-numbing, and both Bill and Darren are knocked off-balance. Ringing deafens all three of them. Darren regains his composure and lifts his weapon when he spies the most enormous trunk and pair of legs he’s ever seen with shin guards made of metal. Relieved that it is just one giant, Darren fires his M203 grenade, which hits the giant in the chest and knocks him on his ass. He doesn’t blow into pieces as Darren had hoped, but his guts are exposed as he contorts his body on the ground. 


     Darren puts another M203 round into the rocket launcher. He aims for the giant’s torso and fires. The giant’s scream is laced with blood-gurgling coming from deep within his lungs, and a good twenty seconds after the hit, the noise settles. Darren expends a magazine of .223 rounds into the giant’s head and chest. Satisfied that the giant is dead, Darren, Bill, and Dr. Emily get moving again, knowing there are no more heavy weapons left other than one more M203 round for Darren’s grenade launcher. At best, they have only a few more magazines of .223 left. 


     Darren snaps one picture of the dead giant so he can prove what happened and orders Bill to do the same. Darren checks the condition of Bill and Dr. Emily. They are almost frozen with shock, and Darren has to repeat himself to get their attention. 


     “This might not be over,” he tells them. “There will be more. More coming. Coming for us.” They don’t know what to make of Darren’s warnings. “We have to go. Now!” 


     They drink some water and practice breathing, but all the gasses of the explosions has made the air quality extremely poor. A momentary silence reveals the ringing in their ears. They have to evacuate; even if the giants don’t get them, they might suffocate instead. 


     Three hours later, Darren, Bill and Dr. Emily are just coming back to the main tunnel when a set of huge, powerful spotlights turn on them. 


     “Freeze! Identify yourselves,” a voice orders. 


     They can hear weapons locked and loaded by numerous soldiers. Darren sighs with relief. That means that he has reached the listening post that Peter Bush had insisted be put up before anyone went down into the tunnels to explore further. 


     Several days of recovery happen. While they are waiting for Peter Bush to arrive from some island off the coast of Thailand to debrief each of them, Bill brings word to Darren that they’re ordered to hand over their memory cards. Dr. Emily informed the intelligence officer that Darren and Bill had taken some photographs down there, and now Bill fears they’ll be in trouble for taking unauthorized photographs with unauthorized cameras. Fortunately, they are able to erase their memory cards before they are asked to hand them over, and the two men can nervously laugh over another close call. 


     “Just like Melville all over again, huh, mate?” Bill jokes with Darren once they have a moment to themselves. 


     Darren laughs, but in his mind he says, Anna is going to kill me if I have another close-call like this. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter Thirteen
An Era Born 


       


     Wirsitz, in the Posen Province, in what was then the German Empire and is now Poland. Year: 1912 


       


     A boy rolls a ball across an unfinished wooden floor. The ball bounces gently against a wall and returns. The boy, as if working a factory job, repeats this, endlessly. 


     The modest house, built by a civil servant for his family, radiates warmth. A mother rocks in front of a glowing fire. A baby suckles her. The creak of her chair fills in the backbeat of the ball’s thud against the wall. 


     A knock on the door freezes the boy on the floor. The ball thuds off the wall and rolls by the boy. The mother hushes him. “Sigismund,” the woman says. She nods up toward to the door. 


     The small boy, barely in his second year, gets up. He looks at his mother and the babe. He scans around for the ball then walks to the door. The room’s glow dims as the door opens. 


     “Greetings, lad,” a man on the doorstep says in German. 


     Sigismund doesn’t speak German, but he knows the basics. 


     “Mama,” the boy says in a Polish dialect, looking back to the fire. 


     Incapacitated, the woman scolds, “Invite him in, you imp.” Her deep West Slavic accent sounds more harsh than it is. 


     The man at the door chuckles and steps in unassumingly. He tucks a long cylinder package under his arm and removes his hat. March chill rosies his face as he says, “Thank you, lad. And madam.” He looks over at the woman with her hands full and nods his head. 


     “Sir… I am. Well—” 


     “Yes, madam,” the man reassures her. “Don’t get up. I only bear a gift.” He holds up the package from under his arm. 


     “We don’t get many—” 


     “Yes,” the man continues. “this, however, is a special day.” 


     The woman dips back into stern West Slavic, “Come get your brother.” 


     The boy complies. The woman, with the pains of childbirth only hours old, creaks out of her rocking chair. She stands and helps the toddler walk the babe over to a bassinet. 


     The man holds out the cylinder. It’s wrapping plain, but its length the length of the man’s arm. The woman turns back to the man, then jerks to a stop at the cylinder before her. 


     The lady says, “Thank you.” She juggles a chair that the boy is pulling up for the man, while also trying to accept his gift. She does not really want to be wrangling either. 


     The man offers her help. “Here,” he says, taking the chair. The woman takes the cylinder with both hands now, holding it up and against her chest as she might a shield. 


     “My name is,” the man looks down at the chair, then at the woman. 


     “Please,” she says. She takes her seat as he takes his. 


     “Rudolf von Sebottendorf,” the man says. “I come from Berlin, madam.” 


     “Berlin?” 


     “That’s right,” the man confirms. “I wanted to congratulate you on your wonderful son.” 


     “We… my husband and I have two sons, sir.” 


     “Why of course,” the man concedes. He looks to the cradle where the toddler has placed his baby brother. “I do not mean to insult either of them.” 


     “What can we offer you, sir?” the woman asks, in a veiled villager’s request for him to explain his presence, as if just now aware that a strange man has entered their home and occupies a seat at her hearth. 


     The man understands. The calm features of his warming face offer comfort to the mother. “Madam, I offer you a blessing this night.” 


     “Are you a priest, sir?” the woman’s West Slavic accent taking a familiar edge. 


     “No, no. I work for the German Empire.” 


     The woman looks at the man. She looks at the cylinder resting in her lap. 


     “A telescope.” 


     “Sir?” 


     “It’s a telescope,” the man continues. “The finest in all the Empire.” 


     “What’s this?” the woman points to a post card that has been wax sealed onto the plain brown wrapping paper. 


     “Here, if I may, madam.” The man holds out his hand. The woman peals off the postcard and hands it to the man. 


     He reads from the card: “This, a celebration, a commemoration, for our Beloved Empire. A great man as a babe, rests in his belabored mother’s arms. They lived as one for nearly a year, but now, separated at birth as it were, in this small house, neither aware of their massive destiny.” 


     “But who—” 


     “Signed: Your humble servant, Kaiser Wilhelm II.” 


     The gravity of the words, the weight of the emperor’s name, the warmth of the fire, the absence of her newborn all crowd around the woman. She is suddenly in a panic, but one she presents with poise. 


     “Sir,” she begins, creaking out of her chair, “I thank you for your generosity—” she holds out the packaged telescope and presents it back to the man. 


     “Thank you, dear lady, for your hospitality.” The man rises, considers placing a hand on her shoulder for comfort, thinks better of it, and turns to leave. 


     “Wait…” the woman bends down to the glowing hearth. “Your hat, sir.” 


     “Thank you,” the man says. “Please offer your husband my congratulations.” 


     “But why?” 


     “You hold in your arms, to your bosom tonight, a king among men.” 


     “Thank you, sir,” the woman says. “But you don’t even—” 


     “A king that will command empires without ruling, lead nations without appointment,” He looks prophetically to the woman. “Forge, like the last pioneer, a final frontier.” 


     The woman is speechless and tries to mutter something incoherent. Her eyes swell and glaze with fear and pride and humility. 


     “Madam, you shall be able to contain the greatness. Neither will he himself.” He looks over to the cradle in the corner. “But, if possible, always provide guidance away from the self-serving and expeditious. And rather toward the honorable and peaceful and noble.” 


     The woman, from her bowing head, says, “Thank you, sir.” 


     The man holds up his hat. “There will be a man. Two decades hence. An aged man, a miracle among men really. He will confirm the greatness of your son.” The man moves to the door. “Thank you again, Mrs. von Braun.” he looks at the toddler, “Son.” The man nods and exists the warm glowing house back into the night chilled with early spring. 


     The woman shuts and locks the door. “Get your brother,” she says to the confused boy. “Bring Wernher to me,” she scolds in thick West Slavic, still edgy but more tame. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter Fourteen
Tesla’s End 


       


     Train Station, Location: Los Alamos, New Mexico, Year: 1936 


       


     Tesla waits at a train station in Los Alamos, New Mexico, waiting for his ride. Russia never responded to his request to fund his project, and Tesla now fears that they will take his ideas and use it for their own research without ever paying or even crediting him. Humiliation over the incident has crushed him, much like his humiliation and destruction at the hands of Edison, Morgan, and Westinghouse have. He has aged greatly in the short year since he had first started communicating with the Russians. His hair, disheveled and suffering from poor care, contains more than a few streaks of grey; dark bags have formed under his eyes, and his eyes themselves appear almost hollow and lifeless; he walks slowly, as though something has drained all the energy out of him. Even his surviving friends hardly recognize now the once vibrant, eccentric man. 


     A black 1933 Chevrolet Eagle Sedan pulls up in front of Tesla. Usually a family vehicle, Tesla is surprised to see only one person in the entire car: an older gentleman with greyer hair than his wearing a nice but simple black suit. 


     “Nikola Tesla?”. 


     “Yes.” 


     “Good to see you again, my friend,” the driver asks in a thick German accent 


     “You too, Otto.” 


     Otto Schmidt waits for Tesla to load his belongings into the car’s trunk and slide into the passenger seat. 


     “How have you been?” Schmidt asks as he starts the car. 


     “I’ve been better.” 


     “Haven’t vee all?” 


     “Yes we, well I, certainly have.” 


     “I am sure that your luck vill turn around soon.” 


     Tesla’s mustache bristles as he huffs. “I have told myself that for a long time, Otto. It has yet to prove true.” 


     “Do not lose faith.” 


     Tesla falls into silence for the entire drive to their hotel. Schmidt thinks nothing of the man’s reverie, knowing well that Tesla prefers the company of his own thoughts to the chatter of other people. When they reach the hotel, Schmidt helps Tesla take his things up to his room and settle in. 


     “Vee all meet in socializing area in a couple hours,” Schmidt informs him as Tesla sets his suitcase on the bed. “Until then, relax, get settled. You know which room is mine if you need anything.” 


     “Thank you, Otto.” 


     Schmidt waits a moment, perhaps hoping that Tesla would ask him to stay and keep him company, but he does not and the German scientist departs for his own room. 


     Two hours later, in the early evening, Tesla heads downstairs to the socializing area. Schmidt spots him and waves him over to where he sits with several other men. 


     “Nikola!” Schmidt says jovially, causing the other men to turn to Tesla. “So glad you are able to join us.” 


     Tesla gives Schmidt a closed-lip smile and nods but does not say anything. He takes a seat next to Schmidt. When he finally looks up, Tesla finds himself staring directly at a very familiar face. 


     “Wernher. Good to see you.” 


     The aerospace engineer, Wernher von Braun, only twenty-four years old, bows his head respectfully to the eighty-year-old inventor. 


     “You as well, Mr. Tesla.” 


     “Nikola, we were just discussing your new project for rocket propulsion and design,” Schmidt interjects. “We were hoping that you could elaborate on it for us.” 


     “Of course.” 


     Yet as Tesla details some of his ideas and designs for the brilliant men gathered around him, his eyes and mind are stuck on the prodigy sitting across from him. He does not know what, but Tesla trusts something about von Braun, and he feels that the young man has the greatest potential of any of the next generation’s scientists whom Tesla has met so far. 


       


     German Laboratory, Location: Los Alamos, New Mexico, United States, Year: 1936, Three Months Later 


       


     Tesla is three months into his leadership of a two-year project for the Germans. He works with several German scientists, including Wernher von Braun. He has mixed feelings for the project, considering the animosity with which the United States had portrayed the Germans back during the Great War. However, he justifies his actions by reminding himself that these technological developments he is working on for the Germans had first been offered to the Americans in 1908, but they had been utterly ignored. That had launched his relationship with Germany in the first place and had led to him selling propulsion technology designs to one of Germany’s naval ministries, and Tesla sees no problems with continuing this working relationship. 


     Tesla approaches Wernher von Braun at his workstation. 


     “How is everything, good sir?” he asks as he looks over von Braun’s work. 


     “We are progressing according to schedule, Mr. Tesla,” von Braun replies. 


     “Very good.” Tesla clears his throat. “Mr. von Braun, if you don’t mind me picking your brain, I would like to run an idea by you.” 


     Von Braun sets down his work and gives his full attention to Tesla. 


     “Of course, sir. What is on your mind?” 


     Tesla is stuck by a von Braun’s ring. “Sir, first. What is that?” Tesla says, admiring the ring. 


     “This?” von Braun asks twisting his ring. “This is a symbol of Thule, sir.” 


     “Ah, the secret ones,” Tesla chuckles. 


     “Well, the founder gave me a telescope when I was young. That sort of launched my whole space fascination. So I wear this in honor.” 


     Tesla smiles opens his notebook and sets it on the table in front of them. 


     “So it’s an idea for a new propulsion technique that does not rely on rocket fuel,” he begins. Curiosity shines in von Braun’s eyes. “Instead, the rocket can be powered with an energy beam directed at the ground. This beam of energy will stay on the rocket and the rocket will go wherever the energy beam takes it.” 


     “No hard rocket fuels at all?” 


     Tesla shakes his head. 


     “So no need to refuel, it can just be launched and directed as needed using this energy beam?” 


     “Essentially, yes. Plus no negative environmental impact.” 


     “And so if they could control the energy beam remotely, the operators could direct the rocket at any country in the world? Could it be used on missiles, do you think?” 


     Tesla eyes von Braun suspiciously for a moment but eventually nods. “Yes, I suppose so.” 


     The German prodigy leans over the notebook to inspect the plans and design closely. “This is brilliant, Mr. Tesla.” 


     Tesla grins, his ego stroked by von Braun’s compliment. “Thank you, Mr. von Braun. I was hoping you would approve. Do you have any other thoughts on it, like how it can be improved?” 


     “I am not sure. Let us take a look.” 


     “Okay.” 


     “You know, it was predicted when I was a child I would meet you.” 


     “Oh really?” Tesla remarks. “Well I am glad it came true.” 


     The two men pour over the designs. 


     Tesla spends many an afternoon chatting with von Braun, running new ideas by him and getting his opinion on works in progress. Tesla sees promise in the young man, but before he can truly get any use out of him for the German-funded project, von Braun leaves for Germany in 1937, never to return. Popular belief points to Tesla dying—broke, alone, and mistaken for a man gone insane—only six years later. Most believe that he is only been able to see the beginnings of the havoc which the propulsion systems and other technologies he had shown to von Braun would wreak on the world; he does not even see the destructive power of the likes of the V-2 rocket. He does not see the Nazi projects for which the secrets he had shared and developed with von Braun are used, projects so secretive that only the top echelon of SS Nazis know of them, nor does he see the American operation which results from all these secrets: Operation Paperclip. 


     Others, though, believe he faked his death and retreated from the world with his colleague and friend, Marconi, and several other scientists deep into the jungles of Venezuela, living long enough to regret his part in making the world the mess which it becomes as a result of the Second World War. 


    


  




  

    

Chapter Fifteen
What You Don’t Know 


       


     Anna And Darren’s Home On Isla Paraísa, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, United States, Year: 2005 


       


     A week after the incident, Darren is sent home on medical leave to recover from the gas exposure, all the weapons and explosions. Though concerned for his health, Anna is ecstatic to have him home, especially to help with Dana. The girl has been acting out lately, skipping classes and breaking curfew on a regular basis. Anna is certain that it’s a result of Darren’s prolonged absences, and trying to keep up with the rebelling teenager has caused Anna great exhaustion. Between that and the stress from Agent Publicover’s calls asking if she has heard anything from Darren, Anna has found it hard to keep up with her day-to-day activities and even had to be rushed to the doctor by their neighbor Robin Shepherd when the stress caused her to have severe stomach pains and vomit whenever she tried to eat. 


     “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she tells Darren in bed one day as she tries to explain to him everything what has been going on since he left. “I can look at burnt non-terrestrial corpses and face down aliens with hardly blinking an eye, but one rebellious teenager has managed to entirely disarm me. I’ve gotten so soft—” 


     “You’re not soft,” Darren assures her, grabbing her hand. “At least, not in a bad way. You’re the toughest b-i-t-c-h I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing.” 


     Anna snorts at him, although it’s more for him spelling out “bitch” than it is for the cheesiness of the sentiment. 


     “Seriously, you’re doing great,” Darren continues. “Everyone meets their match in something. You just have to keep pushing yourself forward and I’m sure you’ll get through to her.” 


     “I suppose, but it would sure help if I had some backup.” 


     “You know I would stay home if I could, but I’ll have to return to work after they deem that I’ve healed.” 


     “About that…” 


     Darren arches a brow. “What?” 


     Anna puts her free hand on top of the one of Darren’s that is holding hers. 


     “They’ve already called looking to bring you in. I explained to them about my stomach issues and that the doctor said I need to alleviate some of my stress in order to keep it from developing into an ulcer.” 


     “What did they say?” 


     “Well, they’re not happy because you’re still so highly valued by both Orange and CIA, but they agreed to let you stay here longer to help me while I recover.” 


     Darren nods in acknowledgment of her answer, but he feels that something more is going on. In truth, Anna had told Agent Publicover exactly what she just told Darren. What she is not telling Darren is just how unhappy Agent Publicover is about the situation or that she is trying to delay sending him back to work to avoid him having to take a polygraph or, worse, be injected with truth serum and reveal that he was the one who took those documents, along with who knows what else they might ask him about. In Anna’s mind, there is no doubt that he was the one to take those documents; the only options left for her is to either turn him in or cover for him, and she would never do the former. 


     “There is something I need to ask you about, though,” she resumes. 


     Darren tries to not visibly react as he replies, “What’s that?” 


     “Agent Publicover came by while you were in Canada,” she begins, struggling to find the right words. “He’s asking some questions about the last mission you went on before we went on vacation in South Africa.” 


     “Oh?” Darren feigns ignorance and curiosity. “Why’s that?” 


     Anna mentally sighs, knowing that he’s faking his reaction, but answers him nonetheless. 


     “He said that some important documents were stolen from the underground base that you escorted that crash victim’s body to. They are interviewing anyone who had been to the base within two weeks before and after when they estimate the documents were taken, which includes the group you went with.” 


     “What documents were taken?” 


     “He wouldn’t say. He just told me they’re top secret and include sensitive information.” She pauses, but Darren doesn’t say anything. “Do you know anything about it?” 


     Darren hesitates, looking at a picture of infant Dana on their bedside table long enough for Anna’s suspicions to be confirmed. 


     “No,” he lies. “I don’t know anything about that.” 


     Anna nods. “Okay. I’ll let Agent Publicover know. In any case, I don’t think you should go back until we’re sure that everything is going to be fine with my stomach. I don’t want to burden Robin with taking me to the ER or keeping Dana company too often if things get worse.” 


     “I agree.” 


     Anna knows that Darren is lying. Why he’s lying about this particular incident to her when he is so candid with her about his other “activities,” her only guess is that he wants to protect her and Dana, give her a way to truthfully say that she doesn’t know what happened to those documents in case she is subjected to a polygraph test or truth serum. The same reason why she’s going out of her way to keep him from returning to work with Orange and the agency. The same reason why Anna herself has aroused the suspicions of the higher ranks of the CIA, and why she has put herself on their radar. 


       


     Rural Road On Isla Paraísa, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, United States, Year: 2005, Three Days Later 


       


     Darren is at home having a scary movie marathon with Dana as Anna seizes some rare alone time to take a walk along one of the island’s peaceful rural roads. She zones out to the sound of cows mooing in the distance, although not far enough for her to not smell their dung. She doesn’t really mind, though. Growing up in a more rural area, she’s used to it. Sometimes the cows even come up to the fence posts and stick their heads out for her to pet or eat grass out of her hand. That day, however, a storm looms over them, and the cows prefer to seek shelter rather than socialize with the curious human who would walk around in such weather. 


     Anna whips around as a car toots its horn behind her. Recognizing the vehicle as a rental, she figures it’s a tourist wanting her off the road of this sidewalk-less area. She acquiesces and is slightly surprised when the car comes to a stop only a few feet in front of her. 


     She cautiously approaches the car. As she comes up beside it, she discretely glimpses into the now rolled-down window and sees that it is Mr. Higgs in the driver’s seat. 


     “Mr. Higgs?” 


     Mr. Higgs nods curtly and motions her inside. She obeys and after she is buckled, Mr. Higgs starts to drive. 


     “How are you today, Anna?” he asks after a few moments of silence. 


     “Fine, I suppose. My stomach's still acting up, and my doctor recommends taking walks as a way to relieve some stress.” It’s not a lie. Her stomach has not been as bad as it was, but it is still acting up and her doctor had told her that she should do things like take walks to relax more. 


     “I’m sorry to hear that.” He waits a heartbeat before continuing. “Have you interviewed your husband about the missing documents yet? They still haven’t turned up and, as far as I’m aware, he is the last person we have to interview.” 


     “He’s just returned from the discovery of an underground pyramid in Canada and surviving an attack from giants. He’s not in his right mind yet, and we both frankly need some time to recover from everything. I don’t think he’s hiding anything. We just need some time off to focus on our family and then he will return to work. He wants to, trust me.” 


     “I understand, but we need him to return sooner rather than later. The technologies he recovers are too valuable for such delays.” 


     “With all due respect, sir, I don’t think you fully understand the situation.” 


     She goes on brief him of the ordeal in Canada, as Darren had told her. She glances every now and then at him, but he only stares ahead at the road without any indication for his thoughts. Sometimes she hates having to deal with other CIA agents for this very reason. 


     “I know that you think Darren is telling the truth, but I have reservations,” he finally says once she concludes her story. 


     Her brows furrow. “What do you mean?” 


     “I just wonder if Darren, Bill, and Emily are covering up something even bigger. I haven’t seen any pictures of giant bodies yet, only reports of missing operatives working for Darren’s security mission in the tunnels. To be honest, I am more inclined to believe that the Russians have already nailed what’s down there with their identification of a hostile race of alien beings that have lived there for thousands of years.” 


     “Reptilians?” 


     “I don’t know, but I do know that there’s native history to back up the Russians’ conclusions, legends that go back hundreds of years. There has to be a link to those legends.” He stops for a brief moment of thought. “Giants… well, I suppose it could be true. That might match up to some of the legends as well, but I would have to see pictures in order to believe it.” 


     “I’ll see if anyone has any.” Silence settles before Anna speaks again. “What will CIA do now?” 


     “A lot of clean up,” Mr. Higgs replies. “I’m going to send more troops down there to sort out the rats’ nest. They’ll all have to have handlers. Would you consider working on that mission for me?” 


     Anna shakes her head. “No way. I’m in no medical state to handle such stress until everything is straightened out at home.” 


     “I understand. How long before Darren can come back to work?” 


     Anna considers the matter. “Six months.” 


     Mr. Higgs furrows his brows. “Why so long?” 


     “He needs to recover and I need his help at home. I can’t handle all of this on my own, especially with Dana acting as she is.” 


     He nods. “Okay. Where would you like me to drop you off?” 


     “Back up to my car, please.” 


     Mr. Higgs pulls up next to the gated entrance to an old barn and lets Anna out. 


     “I’ll check in with you in three months’ time. Call us if you learn anything,” he says in farewell. 


     “I will.” 


     After arriving at the house the CIA has rented for stay on the island, Mr. Briggs fixes himself a glass of ginger ale. He then goes to the couch and opens his leather briefcase, taking out two file folders that are each about an inch thick. One has a photograph of Anna with her name beside it, listed as “Mathews, Anna (née Coltz)”. He stares at both the folders as he sips at his drink. He flips open Anna’s file and begins to read everything she knows, going all the way back to her childhood abductions. 


       


     Isla Paraísa Hospital, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, Year: 2006 


       


     It’s late night on Isla Paraísa, and Anna lies in a hospital bed, on death’s doorstep with stage four brain cancer. Darren sits at her side, tending to her every need. It has been a year since the incident at the pyramid in the Northwest Territories, a year since Darren stole the Tesla documents from the U.S. underground base. Anna had been perfectly fine then, no signs of any illness whatsoever. Darren can’t wrap his mind around her sudden turn for the worse, but his suspicions are strong. Agent Publicover had repeatedly requested for Darren to get back to work and come in for a polygraph, and Anna had kept stalling. When she had finally refused to return the agent’s phone calls, she fell incredibly ill and was told by doctors that she had no hopes of surviving. 


     It brings tears to Darren’s eyes to think about how he had put her into this position, that he has played such a significant part in her downfall. 


     Anna weakly turns her head to see her husband’s eyes watering. 


     “Don’t cry, Mathews,” she says with a small smile, reaching a shaking hand to touch his cheek. 


     Darren blinks away the tears and grabs her hand. 


     “I’m not crying. My eyes are just watery.” 


     They both laugh, but the act causes her body to ache. 


     “You should rest,” Darren says as he strokes her head. 


     “It won’t make a difference now.” 


     He runs his thumb over her forehead. “Don’t say that, love.” 


     “I love your optimism, but we both know that I’m dying.” 


     Darren’s lips lift in a wavering grin. “I never said you weren’t. I just told you not to say it.” 


     Anna leans into his hand as it drifts down to cup her cheek. 


     “We need to get our affairs straight,” she says softly, but the remarks stings Darren’s heart all the same. 


     “Okay,” he croaks. 


     Anna’s eyes look into his, the light but a dull reminder of the life which had once sparkled there. 


     “Dana can’t stay with you after I die.” 


     Darren wants to object, but he can’t. “I know.” 


     “She’ll be in danger if she does.” 


     “I know.” 


     “But she needs someone to look after her.” 


     Darren nods. “What about Robin Shepherd? She’s always looked after Dana like she’s her own.” 


     “I was actually thinking my mother might be the better option.” 


     “Sweetheart, considering the woman that you’ve become, I think she’d make a great guardian, but she’s up there in age and lives all the way up in Oregon. Do we really want to put Dana through a big move like that? She’s in the middle of high school, she’ll be leaving behind all her friends—” 


     “But she’ll be safer,” Anna whispers. Her eyes dart about the room and then continues, her voice just barely audible to Darren, “They know everything about our lives here. If they want to use her to get to you, it would be so easy for them to track her down if she stays on the island. My mother lives in a very small town in Oregon and it’s so far away that, at least for a while, they will think exactly what you do: we won’t want to put her through such a move at such a difficult time.” 


     Darren hesitates. He and Anna’s mother have never really gotten along, especially since Anna’s mother thinks that he leaves Anna and Dana alone unnecessarily and Darren is pretty sure that is where Dana gets her belief that he has abandoned her. However, he knows that Anna has made some very good points. 


     After a moment, he replies, “You’re right, love. It would be for the best.” 


     “You can’t tell Dana why you’re leaving, not for a while. She won’t be able to handle the truth right now, and the less she knows, the better.” 


     Darren closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “She already knows. At least, I’ve already been telling her about what we do and what we’ve seen. She doesn’t seem to believe me, but I’ve been trying to tell her—” 


     “I know.” 


     “What?” 


     Anna puts a hand over Darren’s. “I know you’ve been trying to tell her for more than a year.” She chuckles at the confused look on Darren’s face. “Didn’t you think that she’d tell me if you told her such things? She thinks you’ve gone nuts, love. I had to assure her that you’re not.” 


     Darren shakes his head in disbelief. “I should’ve known.” 


     “You can’t force her to see the truth, Darren. You need to guide her to it, let her see for herself what’s happening like we have.” 


     “I don’t want her to go through something like that. She needs to wake up, but I don’t want her to be traumatized by witnessing that sort of thing.” 


     “You’re sweet for being so worried, but she’s our child. She’ll be able to handle it just as well as we have.” 


     “What if she can’t?” 


     “Then she can find you and you two can get through it together.” She tries to squeeze his hand, but her grip is weak. “I know you can.” 


     Darren does not want to appear vulnerable in such a public setting, but he allows his emotions to take him over and leans over to rest his head on Anna’s chest. 


     Anna takes advantage of him being so close to her and whispers very low, “Darren, you know that ceramic Rottweiler I keep in my dresser?” 


     “Yes?” 


     To anyone farther away from Darren than Anna, it would sound as though he had only exhaled, but Anna could hear him clearly. 


     “Give it to Dana after I die. When the time is right, tell her to break it open. There are storage drives in it with all the information she needs. Then she’ll believe.” 


     Darren smiles slightly. “You can count on me.” 


     Anna combs her fingers through Darren’s hair. “I know.” 


     A few days later, around 10:57 p.m., Anna is declared dead. Darren returns home later that night and gives Dana the ceramic dog but does not yet tell her to break it open. He decides it’s not the right time, not yet. Then, following an argument with his daughter, he packs some necessities and leaves their home, knowing that Kara, Anna’s mother who had come down to take care of Anna’s family during her illness, will be able to look after Dana in his absence. 


       


     Isla Paraísa Cemetery, Location: Off The Coast Of Florida, Year: 2006, One Week Later 


       


     Darren does not see Dana again until Anna’s funeral one week later. It pains him to watch her walk up to her mother’s coffin and say one last goodbye, Anna’s mother, Kara, by her side. It then infuriates him when he notices that Mr. Higgs and Stuart Publicover had the balls to come to Anna’s funeral. He knows that that man must have had something to do with it, he had to, but Darren also knows he will never be able to prove it. He fights back the urge to storm up to Mr. Higgs and slug him right then and there, but for Dana’s and Kara’s sake, he doesn’t want to make a scene. He doesn’t want to besmirch Anna’s memory like that. 


     Darren waits until all the mourners have made their peace with Anna’s body before he cautiously approaches the coffin himself. He peers in at her sickly body, a mere shadow of the woman he had fallen in love with. Her eyes are closed, as though she is asleep, but the serenity in her face cannot prevent his heart from feeling as though it’s being ripped in two. Tears stream down his cheeks unchecked as he slumps against the coffin. 


     “Darren?” 


     He turns to Kara, not bothering to wipe his watery eyes. 


     “Kara.” He looks around the room. “Where’s Dana?” 


     “In the bathroom,” Kara replies, her voice quiet. “I wanted to speak with you alone.” 


     Darren nods. “That’s probably a good idea. Do you want to wait until after the burial?” 


     “No. I don’t want to leave Dana alone any longer than is absolutely necessary, so right now might be our only chance.” 


     “Okay. What did you want to talk about?” 


     Kara takes a deep, shaky breath. “While she was in the hospital, Anna mentioned that you might want me to take custody of Dana until she becomes of age.” 


     Darren closes his eyes and nods. “Yeah, we had talked about that.” 


     “Do you want me to?” 


     Darren doesn’t answer immediately. 


     “Darren, I know that you love Dana, but you’re seeming to be in pretty bad shape. You’re really broken up by Anna’s passing. I know, I felt the same way after my husband died. I can also tell that you might need some alone time to figure things out. I understand, and I don’t blame you at all, but you can’t just get up and leave any second you want like you did the night Anna died. I promise that I will take good care of her.” 


     “I know. Thank you. It’s just…I don’t want her to think I’ve abandoned her.” 


     “You can come and visit any time you want.” 


     “Thank you, Kara.” He sighs. “Is she mad at me?” 


     Kara looks over her shoulder as Dana comes back from the restroom. “I think so, but don’t worry. She can’t be mad forever.” 


     “I don’t know. If she’s anything like her mother, she’ll probably at least make a good effort at it.” 


     After the funeral, Darren stands alone at the foot of Anna’s grave. He stares blankly at it, trying to absorb the situation as his mind refuses to accept the reality. His wife is gone. He has to leave his daughter. He has to go into hiding. They will get him, too, eventually, but he doesn’t know when. They have made it clear to him now how they plan to get him, and the odds of him fighting it and winning are slim—but unless they decide to take a more direct approach, they won’t be able to stop what he does in the meantime, what he tells the world, how much, and so long as he stays in hiding, weaponized cancer will be their only way of getting rid of him. 


     “Those bastards won’t know what hit them,” he whispers to Anna’s grave. He steps up and places his hand on her headstone, feeling the cold, smooth surface. “I love you, Anna.” 


     Darren lets his hand fall as he turns to walk away. Plans are now formulating in his mind; he doesn’t know exactly how he will pull them off, but he will find a way. Sooner or later, they’ll get to him. But sooner or later, the truth will come out, too. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Help Wanted 


       


     Thank you for reading the first book in this series. Please note that I do read the reviews that readers put up on these platforms. It helps me find problems that I may have overlooked and sometimes I’m able to add content because of what people like you have suggested. Feedback is part of the writing process and I want you to feel that your participation matters. I invite you to write a review for this book. If you do, I’d appreciate it being brief and to the point. Please don’t reveal too much about the story though, so people can still get into it without knowing too much about what happens. I thank you in advance for helping me out and hope that you will continue reading onwards. All the best to you! :-) 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Don’t miss the next story in the Obliterating the Deep State Series: 


     Whistleblower 


    

      [image: ]

    


       


     Darren is done waiting for Trump to give us disclosure. Empowered by what he has heard from Dr. Stephen Greer, he has decided that it’s time for the truth to come out. Suppressed technological advances, bio weapons, interventionism, a one-world government… Darren is about to throw open the floodgates. He knows from his wife’s murder that whistleblowing comes with a price, but the Deep State will soon learn that there’s no greater enemy than a man prepared to lose everything. With the help of Jason DeBruin and his website UFO Watchers, this elite Australian (Former S.A.S.) soldier will tell the entire world what he knows before America collapses as planned by the Luciferian Clinton-Obama-Bush cartels. What he is about to reveal will challenge everything you thought you knew—about technology, about history, about the human race itself. And once you open this Pandora’s Box, there will be no closing it again. 


       


     Find out what happens in our next book entitled:
Whistleblower. 
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