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What Readers Have Said …
 
Canadian Smoke
“A truly fascinating premise, and very modern. His characters seem very aligned with Generation Z and the fight against unadulterated greed. A strange culmination of self-awareness, intelligence and the human flaws make for a thought provoking, action packed story, that left me wanting more of these complex evolving characters!”
“This is the first book I have read from this author and he did a great job of getting me engaged from the start and the color and depth he gave as he built the characters and the plot kept me hooked from start to finish. I am no speed reader but this book flowed and I hardly put it down and made it through in no time. I highly recommend diving in!”
Viral
“Better than the first! I adore the series! Jack and Luke exhibit the typical animosity of Brothers. The dialogue is hysterical … this author is great at the psychological drivers of his characters. He seems to understand the plight of his female characters and the demons we all have to overcome. Just a really fresh modern humorous thriller and great character development!”
“Another great read! I just finished Viral and it did not disappoint! Hillman has another winner that I highly recommend reading!”
 
 

Chapter 1
Throat Punch
Ughh ... men. So predictable," Beth Colby - known within the Organization as Draper’s girl - muttered to herself. Her face wadded in disgust watching her target settle in for a broadband pleasure session from the roof of a building across the street. She reached down to rub the outside of her thigh. It didn’t hurt, just force of habit after being shot three months prior. 
Her target - the guy in front of the computer with his pants down around his ankles - was none other than Gene Gomes, a Marijuana horticulturist & virology scientist who fell off the grid three months ago. She watched him desperately pointing and clicking, trying to find a snippet of video that would get him off. He was one of the walking, talking reasons she’d been shot in the first place. In addition to being a douche-bag who had the unfortunate distinction of crossing paths with her, he’d recently become a new inductee into the witness protection program. She could only assume he was doing his best to make himself a valued asset to his new patron saints. 
“The Organization" - as her employer was known to its members - was a highly compartmentalized, multi-billion dollar corporate criminal enterprise. The Boogie Man of sorts - something conspiracy theories are made of - something so ridiculous it couldn’t be true. But it was. Gomes, the guy who couldn't stop playing with himself, was a loose end who had compromised her mission. She was definitely going to kill him, but not without extracting more information and inflicting a little pain.
She continued watching him. For a book smart guy he was an idiot. He was the lead scientist on a failed project that would have produced an easily manipulatable plant virus, and more importantly, a vaccine. A combination that would have conceivably made several of their member companies billions of dollars. Create the illness, own the cure ... it was a great idea that would have essentially held the world’s agricultural industry hostage without them ever knowing it. There was only one small fly in the ointment. It wasn’t sanctioned by her employer. It was the brainchild of one of the Organization’s lieutenants, Magnus Johnson, and he’d found himself dead. A life-ending experience, courtesy of Beth Colby and her boss Draper, serving as a warning to other Organization members about running a backdoor operation. Her employer didn’t appreciate end runs, even if it was an interesting idea. None of it mattered now, the project hadn’t panned out and now, three months later she was still cleaning up the mess. 
She had taken her time in surveilling Gomes. Breaking into his apartment, planting listening devices and downloading the contents of his computer looking for anything else he may have hidden. Other than not being able to keep his hands out of his pants, there wasn’t much there. As of now, he was practically an open book with nothing else to offer. A book that would be slammed shut soon. 
She took a deep breath and considered her mission. She never second-guessed herself or her boss, Draper. Killing was part of her job description, one she neither relished or avoided. However, Gomes was different. The fact he was still walking upright was a painful reminder of her failed operation, but that would end tonight.
She put her wig back on making her way down to the street, grabbing a small pushcart stolen from an elderly woman, complete with a small sack of groceries from the corner market. To see her walk down the street toward the apartment building dressed as a proud, aging, independent Atlanta lady, one would never suspect she was one of the most lethal humans in the Organization. She was a gorgeous badass with a psyche that would scare the living shit out of any mental health professional. 
She knew Gomes was being watched. Two of the knuckleheads were positioned directly across the street ... the same type of deployment the US Marshal’s service set up with each of their “Guests” during the first month of their relocation. 
It was the other two men she'd spotted previously that piqued her curiosity. They were good. Not out in public much, but when they were, they did all the subtle things to make themselves invisible. If she hadn’t been a specialist in the tradecraft of being invisible herself, she’d have no doubt missed them. They were obviously using Gomes as bait. For who though? Me? She decided a chat with them was in order after she was done with the masturbating mess in apartment four.
Neither the team of Marshals or the mystery crew sensed anything unusual as she made her way to the front door of the building. They’d watched the older woman’s routine for the past month, combining a walk with grocery shopping at the corner market around five p.m. every evening. Unfortunately, the elderly woman, the real owner Beth Colby's newly acquired grocery cart and the resident across the hall from Gomes' apartment, was lying dead in a dumpster behind the market. A victim of the wrong place, wrong time. Beth had taken her clothes and assumed her posture perfectly as she pulled her cart into the building.
“What?" Gomes yelled as she knocked on his door. 
She knocked again. He must have still been at his “Session,” taking his time as he stumbled toward the door darkening the peephole. He’d seen the old woman before.
“Do you mind helping me? The wheel of my cart is stuck in the elevator," she said pitifully. 
She heard a groan coming through the other side of the door. He fumbled with the locks and chains on the door, only to download in his pants the moment he saw her.
“Hi, Gene," Beth said in a friendly tone as she punched him in the throat.

Chapter 2
Sarina Green
Sarina Green lay in bed counting the dots on the ceiling, clicking off the minutes and recounting all the things that had gone wrong - and right - that put her in the bed of Beth Colby, one of the most dangerous people she’d ever met. Beth was surveilling Gene Gomes, that much she knew - or rather suspected - but operationally she wasn't in the loop. It was obvious Beth still had trust issues when it came to her. 
Sarina couldn’t exactly blame her. She’d been hired by Magnus Johnson, the pompous idiot who had ruined Beth’s operation. The fact she was still alive, considering everything, was a testament to her spy craft skills and good old fashioned luck. Luckily she survived her first encounter with Beth at the Greenleaf facility and managed to stay alive, not easy considering her affiliation with Magnus and the fact she was a spy, inserted into the Organization by a clandestine, non-sanctioned, operation hidden within the bureaucracy of the Department of Agriculture. 
Hell, nothing could possibly go wrong, Sarina thought. She’d heard of Beth through Magnus initially and was referred to only as “Draper’s Girl,” described as some sort of rabid dog who would slip her leash occasionally. It was obvious after getting to know Beth that she was complicated, however, crazy didn’t seem to fit. Though prone to fits of sudden rage, Beth was, for the most part, calculating and cunning combined with beauty and extreme physicality. 
Sarina thought about the Greenleaf mission often, especially Jack Glasser. Jack had been Beth’s pet project, trying to determine how he consistently pre-empted the Organization’s stock market manipulation. Machinations that were the heart of their corporate criminal enterprise. 
The Organization assumed Jack was using a sophisticated algorithm of his own design to pierce their veil. For over a year, the Organization’s most talented field operative - Draper’s Girl - known to Jack as Beth Colby, found her way into his orbit, eventually becoming his girlfriend. 
However, Beth’s operation came crashing down around her ankles do in part by Magnus’ freelance project that yielded absolutely no fruit, except a destroyed money laundering facility and a bullet wound for Beth. If Beth was difficult before, Sarina now had a front-row seat to witness the most pissed off and focused woman she’d ever met. 
Sarina was essentially still ‘assigned’ to Beth, for an undisclosed period, to determine her worth and more importantly, determine whether or not she’d picked up any of Magnus’ bad habits. For now, she felt safe ... doing Beth’s grunt work and being her part-time lover. However, her mind still drifted back to Jack Glasser, someone who now thought she'd set up ... someone who thought she'd betrayed her country and was now completely corrupted. 
The thought killed her. She had developed immediate chemistry with Jack - appreciating his genius and his vulnerability - smitten with his long curly hair, bright green eyes, and self-deprecating humor. She secretly wished she could ask Beth about him ... what he was really like when she was with him. However, she wasn’t eager to let her know she was mildly infatuated with him. Knowing Beth, it wouldn’t end well. 
Sarina knew it had been forty-five minutes since Beth had left her bed. She had stopwatch-like powers and her internal clock was always accurate within thirty seconds, every time, without even trying. She showered and lingered in the bathroom staring at her reflection in the mirror. 
Fifteen years ago she would have never imagined her zeal to 'do good' by joining the FBI after 911 would lead her down her current path, working as a double agent for a shadow group euphemistically called the Department of Agriculture, spying on an even more clandestine group known only as The Organization.
She had worked hard at the FBI and put her back into her work, yet after ten years she became hopelessly disillusioned. It had been apparent the continuing terror threat only served the purpose of increasing law enforcement’s power with no real return and no scalps of consequence for her to show for it. She could feel the political machinery behind her, crowding everything she did, her efforts continually redirected on “Threats” that looked more like witch hunts against the FBI’s rivals than real work. Once on her watch, a known “Person of Interest” had been lost, assimilated back into the melting pot of anonymity because she’d been taken off surveillance to snap pictures of a congressman’s daughter getting felt up at a DC party. 
After ten long years, the shine had worn off and she’d had enough. She put in her notice with no future prospects and backpacked the Appalachian trail for a month before coming home and sulking for another.
After two months on a couch, still litigating her life’s work day after day, a knock on her door changed her life and injected new meaning and a sense of purpose thanks to a buzz cut ex-special forces officer named Colonel Nathan Rhodes. 
After a faked death, and a new identity, she joined his highly secretive group within the Department of Agriculture which was composed of former CIA, Homeland Security, FBI, and ex-military personnel, who like her, had become disillusioned with the status quo. Their funding was hidden. Free from congressional oversight, their focus was laser-sharp ... identifying, infiltrating and dismantling the world’s largest criminal enterprise, The Organization. 
The woman whom she had gotten close to over the past two months -  as a lover and fellow Organization agent - was Beth Colby, known as “Draper’s Girl” ... sexy, lethal and completely unpredictable. Though she could have easily taken Beth out, Rhodes’ long game was to learn as much about the Organization as humanly possible. Sarina was the first asset they’d been able to put in place, and Rhodes wasn’t about to compromise a big score by knocking off an enforcer.
She checked her mental clock again. One hour. She didn’t know how long Beth would be gone, however, darkness had settled in on Atlanta and knowing Beth’s unique rhythms, she was likely to be out for a while, though she wasn’t ready to bet on it just yet. 
She quickly dressed in her favorite uniform, a black running outfit with leggings and a lightweight jacket. She grabbed a pen and quickly jotted down a coded message for her handlers, one that succinctly stated Beth’s activities over the past few days. There wasn’t much to tell and she decided to leave 'fucking me senseless' out of the report. She folded it and put it in the side of her shoe and trotted downstairs for her run.
It was December in Atlanta and Christmas lights were everywhere. Atlanta had funky winter weather and could either be ass chapping cold or warm. It was somewhere in between, with the humidity spiking seventy percent. It was clammy and uncomfortable as she navigated through the growing dinner crowd in Buckhead. 
Within twenty minutes she had made it to a small park - more like an open space - with several benches and a view of the nearby office towers. She jogged in place, hands behind her head like a runner catching her breath, checking the area for surveillance. She was clean. She slowly stopped and put her foot on the bench to stretch her calf, taking the small coded note out of her shoe and affixing it to the sticky tape left underneath it. 
She stretched the other calf and continued her loop back to the apartment, stopping several more times. This was old-school spy craft using dead drops, coded messages, and minimal electronic communications. Though her official job was an inspector for the Department of Agriculture, she was a spy and well aware of the process in which the NSA collected data. 
Modern communications fed the beast that was modern electronic surveillance. Phones and emails were efficient but dangerous for a spy. Calls could be recorded, emails traced and locations pinpointed. Going old school was the most effective way for her team at the Department of Agriculture to stay off NSA’s radar. Her internal clock noted the forty-five-minute mark; she pulled up her collar and adjusted her headband, shoulder-length hair bobbing as she made her way back. 

Chapter 3
You’ve Been So Bad
Beth dragged Gomes into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. She put the lid down on the toilet and sat on it with her chin resting on her palm as Gomes writhed on the floor trying to catch his breath. Her long blonde hair was tied in a bun to accommodate the wig she used to impersonate the elderly woman. With her model-like features and physical intensity, she looked like a large cat, easily able to dismember its prey.
“Gene," she whispered to him like a friend who was having to call him out, “You’ve been sooo bad.”
His hands were wrapped around his neck, trying to catch his breath and massaging his bruised larynx. He stared at her, his face nothing more than a contorted question mark. Her calm demeanor was more disquieting than the pain he felt.
“You screwed up a very important operation - mine. Then you went rogue on a side project with Magnus," she paused for effect. “Those transgressions might have been overlooked, but you told a civilian about it.”
“I didn’t tell anyone," he croaked.
“You told Jack Glasser.”
“He already figured it out about the virus. He was threatening to call the CDC! I was just trying to manage the situation.”
“Well, that just confirms you’re a dumbass,” she said dismissively. “You couldn’t even keep a lid on it from some consultant? That’s fucking weak.” Gene gulped hard and she continued, “I mean, if your virus experiment had worked, well it might have been a different story. But you couldn’t even get that right. There was a lot of hard work I put in on Jack and you and Magnus screwed it up," 
Beth paused to let her words sink in. “Well ... Magnus is dead and you’re not. So where does that leave us, Gene?” 
“I ... I’m sorry," Gomes whispered.
She smiled and widened her eyes. “Now that’s what I’ve been waiting to hear. ‘I’m sorry?’ Shit ... great big guy, that’s all I needed," she said enthusiastically, getting up from the toilet. “Now why don’t you tell me everything,” she continued.
His puzzled look morphed back into fear as she turned around quickly, squatted and put her knee in his chest. She put her face near his, noses almost touching.
“I have! I’ve told you everything!”
“Not exactly. You told me about Magnus, but I suspect you and Magnus didn’t concoct the plan on your own. Who else was involved?”
She stared at him for over a minute. His eyes glazed over. She felt something brush up against her ankle. Looking down she saw Gomes had an erection. 
She grimaced. “Dude, your timing is a little off,” hitting him with a solid backhand, opening up a cut on his lip, blood flying across the small room hitting the wall. “Look you big stud, I need you to focus.”
“It was Halvers!" he screamed. “He wanted it and funded it in return for backing Magnus’ play against Draper!" 
“Hmm. Didn’t think Magnus had the balls for something like that. Didn’t think Glen Halvers did either, for that matter," she said offhandedly. “Gene, That’s a good start and I’ll get to Halvers later, but I need you to focus. Who else have you been talking to and what have you told them?" 
He made a gurgling sound mixed with crying. “There’s nothing else. No one.”
She got off  him and propped him up against the wall while she resumed her seat on the toilet.
“Ahh, but I think there is. One big question I have is how you managed to get out of Greenleaf and wind up here in Atlanta. Any thoughts on that?”
“It was the Glasser brothers. They picked me up, then blew the fucking place up. Said they were going to turn me in. I got lucky because we all got caught.”
“What do you mean, ‘Got caught?’” she asked, taken aback slightly.
Gomes’ voice was hoarse. He could barely whisper, but at least he could breathe, he thought to himself. Maybe there would be a way out of this after all. 
“FBI, I think," he finally said.
“You think you were picked up by the FBI? They were either the FBI or they weren’t,” she was curious now. 
“The night we shut down Greenleaf ... ”
“The night I shut down Greenleaf," Beth interjected. 
Gomes continued. “Yeah, sorry. The night you shut down Greenleaf, Jack Glasser and his brother - some other guys too - had me in a car," he licked his lips furiously. “They captured me so there was really no escape," he added. “The FBI stopped us on the road a few miles away from the Greenleaf facility.”
“So they were FBI? I thought you said you didn’t know.”
“They didn’t have FBI tags or jackets, they just looked the part - all clean cut, silent, polite and scary. They drove us to an airplane hanger and interrogated all of us.”
“Did they interrogate the Glasser brothers as well?" she asked.
“Yeah. I mean I wasn’t there, but they were in handcuffs and put in different rooms  They asked me questions about them as well as the Organization and my work there. I couldn’t tell them much, because I don’t know much. It seemed as if they thought the Glassers worked for your people too. I worked for Magnus and he never told me shit. All I know was I was scared and tried to tell them about the virus, but they weren’t interested in that. They acted like they already knew about it. The brothers ... well, they blew it all up anyway.”
“What do you mean they already knew about it? As in they found out because you told them? Or because the Glasser brothers told them?”
Gomes squirmed a bit trying to think. “Don’t hurt yourself Gene. Just tell me what you know,” she said.
“I don’t think they told them. The brothers were surprised they were being detained and weren’t talking. They treated them just like me. The agents I rode with mentioned the virus, so I just figured that’s why they were there in the first place ... because they were tipped off,” Gomes said.
Beth considered this for a while. The incident Gomes was referring to was the raid on Greenleaf Pharmaceutical, a Canadian marijuana facility in the middle of nowhere. Her counterpart, Magnus Johnson, had successfully created Greenleaf, a legal Marijuana facility in Canada, with the idea of laundering Organization money. It had worked flawlessly. That was until Magnus found his entrepreneurial calling, decided to go “all in” on a project with Gomes to create a plant virus and a vaccine that would affect major food crops, thus creating the problem and owning the cure. It may have been Interesting if it had worked, but he couldn’t control it. 
Her mission had been to find out how Jack Glasser, a smart, wealthy twenty something had made millions from Organization member business transactions and knowing when to trade their stock ... something no one else had done. However, after nearly a year getting close to him - acting as his girlfriend - she found nothing. He was either a certifiable genius, or some cutout for someone or some other group. Her boss, Draper, made the executive decision to cut her operation short, using Jack’s interest in cannabis as a way to park him at the Greenleaf facility - out of the way - while Beth broke into his offices.
Neither worked. There was nothing of value in Jack’s office and Magnus and Gomes accidentally let Jack stumble on their virus initiative - Magnus took him hostage to keep him from calling the CDC. The whole affair was completely fucked from that moment on, necessitating an accidental explosion at Greenleaf to cover their tracks and eradicate Gomes’ viral project. Magnus’ days were numbered at that moment as well. He died from lead poisoning in the form of a bullet to the head, courtesy of Beth Colby. His body was left to burn in the explosion. 
There was an itch in the back of Beth’s brain as soon as she heard Gomes version. Her boss, Draper, had told her there were no federal agencies dispatched to Greenleaf that night. She believed him because the Organization had several very high level Justice Department officials in their back pocket, monitoring every federal mission - sanctioned and unsanctioned. A chill ran down her spine. All this time she assumed Luke Glasser had been on a one man mission to find his brother Jack, but now she had a nagging feeling the facility’s cover may have been blown long before. Were the mystery men watching Gomes part of that crew?
“Gene, there’s more. They didn’t just let you go. I know you’re being watched or supervised by someone. My guess is US Marshals and they don’t do that unless you’re cooperating with them. So the million dollar question is, what are you giving them?”
Gomes’ expression was pure confusion. “What are you talking about?" he asked.
Beth showed no emotion, just raised her eyebrows. Gomes was back in default mode, confused by all of her questions. 
“I didn’t have to do anything and nobody is ‘protecting’ me. They let me go. I swear to God ... they let me go! They said they may need to ask me questions in the future but I never heard back from them. I went to school at Georgia Tech - I love Atlanta - I’ve been looking for a job! That’s the only reason I’m here!”
Beth could feel her face turn red, burning and tingling. It suddenly dawned on her he was nothing more than bait. How much time do I have? She turned back to Gene, got up and opened the door to the bathroom. She walked silently across the den and opened up a window above the fire escape. She walked back into the bathroom where Gene was still seated on the floor. 
“Where are your keys?" she asked.
“On the dresser in the bedroom,” he replied, confused.
“Cool," she smiled, upbeat. 
She heard Gomes breathe a sigh of relief. “Got ‘em," she said quietly as she came back into the bathroom and sat back down on the toilet. “Gene, I’m afraid this isn’t going to work out well for you.”
He twisted his face. “Dude, you’re bait and you don’t even know it," she pulled out her gun and removed the silencer, then put earplugs in her ears. “It’s ok. You can scream ... I would if I were you," she whispered. 
“Nooooo!" Was all he could get out before two bullets entered his body. A double tap, one to the chest another to the head. The noise inside the small bathroom was deafening, but what she wanted. She knew there must be other listening devices in the house, otherwise there wouldn’t be four people monitoring him.
She quickly grabbed his keys and put her wig back on, exiting the front door and locking it before making it back to the old lady’s apartment across the hall. Within five minutes she identified the sound of muffled footfalls and saw two men exiting the elevator from the peephole in the old lady’s apartment door. She took several deep breaths and quickly moved away from the door so no shadows could be seen under it. She sat down on a high back sofa in the living room and waited for the knock on the door that would inevitably come. It took less than five minutes.
“Who is it?" she asked, making sure they saw her darken the peephole.
“Federal Agents, please open up.”
“What do you want?" doing her best to play the part of a suspicious old woman.
“There’s been an accident across the hall. We need to ask you a few questions.”
“Does it have to do with the loud noises I just heard?" still not opening the door.
“Yes ma’am, it does," she could see the exasperation on the men’s faces through the peephole. 
“Can you show me your badge?" she asked as she quietly put the suppressor back on her gun.

Chapter 4
Batshit Crazy
They flashed their badges and she went through the gestures of slowly unlocking the three deadbolts on the door. By the time she opened it, the agents were clearly lulled into a false sense of security. That changed when they saw her face ... not the face of an old woman, but a younger, striking female in a gray wig. 
She flashed a quick smile, but their training kicked in a second too late. She dropped the first agent in a heap. He fell across the threshold, a bullet to the forehead. She backed up quickly to avoid him falling on her. The second agent quickly took advantage of the situation, leaping across his partner’s body and tackling her.
For most women this would have been problematic, but she wasn’t like any other woman - or man - for that matter. She saw events unfold in slow motion, but before his body weight pummeled her to the ground, her instincts kicked in. She forced herself to relax - rag doll like - as she hit the floor, knowing that tensing up upon impact broke bones and tore ligaments. 
She quickly regained her wits and wrapped her legs around her attacker’s torso like a jiu jitsu fighter. As he pushed up to get his gun, she quickly pulled his right arm toward and across her body while sweeping his left arm that had been supporting him in one smooth motion, his body weight falling forward as she lifted her hips higher, ensnaring his neck with her legs - a perfect triangle lock. If it weren’t for the fact that she’d most likely have two other grown men to deal with in a fairly short period of time, she would have let him pass out then interrogate him later. She didn’t have that luxury.
“Who are you?" she asked her assailant.
“Fuck you," was all he could manage to say.
“US Marshal?” she asked. He said nothing, but there was no recognition in his eyes either. “FBI?” she continued. Still no recognition from him. 
“Fuck you!” he tried to yell, but barely audible. He made one last ditch effort to extricate himself before she constricted her legs tightly, crushing the life out of him. 
She rolled him off of her and drug the other agent through the door and into the living room. At five foot nine, and one hundred and forty pounds, she looked athletic, but slim ... muscle weighs more than fat. She had mastered the art of making herself appear smaller, and as she moved the bodies across the room, she mentally high-fived herself for doing the extra reps in the gym, her heavily muscled physique paying dividends.
She sat back down on the sofa after taking her costume off. The wig and the woman’s clothes had served her well, but were of no further use. She was in attack mode, adrenaline amped up and focused. She took her small backpack out of the old woman’s grocery bag. She held a small Sig Sauer pistol, in her hand, one that held six bullets in the clip and one in the chamber. She’d fired three shots and policed her brass. Four rounds for two guys would normally do the trick, but she had a bad feeling the moment she’d heard Gene Gomes’ story. She quickly popped a fresh clip into the Sig and checked the taser she’d packed confirming it was still fully charged.
There were no telltale sounds emanating from the hall. That was either good or bad, depending how she looked at it. No sounds meant the other pair of Gene's watchers either hadn’t shown up or were so stealthy she hadn’t heard them. Actually, both scenarios were shitty. She needed to know who they were. Her fight or flight response was pinging “10” after hearing Gene’s story that the Organization’s plans at the pot farm in Canada had been known by some government entity. If that was the case, then there was something going on even their highly placed asset within the Justice department didn’t know about.
Another ten minutes passed. “Fuck this shit,” she whispered to herself, got up and strapped up. She slung the apartment door open like a cowboy walking into a saloon, standing there with her hands on her pistols, waiting for the inevitable, but there was no one. She walked over to Gene’s place, the door slightly cracked. She took out her Sig and strode into the room, relaxed, calm and definitely not performing some pussy cop show dance - hugging the walls, and  swinging her gun into each room like a Quantico freshman. “Screw ‘em,” she thought to herself. If they were looking for her, then she’d help them out and get it over with.
She walked through the apartment again, covering every nook and cranny expecting at any moment she’d either be jumped by one of the two watchers or staring down the barrel of an unfriendly firearm. She walked by the bathroom. Surprisingly enough, Gene hadn’t moved. She said a quick prayer over him that sounded awfully like “Fuck you Gene.”
Out in the hall she made her decision ... “Fuck this shit,” was again the winner. She put on her jacket, her sidearm barely concealed beneath it and strode out the door of the apartment building in plain sight, crossing the street and walking down the block to the building where she’d spotted Gene Gomes’ other pair of spotters that had been keeping tabs on him. 
She walked through the building’s front door, there was no doorman to greet her in the lobby of the moderately priced condominium. She walked through the common area, pressed ‘2’ on the elevator pad and found herself in front of the apartment door ticking off a few scenarios and options. She was jacked up, but you’d never know it by her vitals or demeanor. She considered all options, once again, “Fuck this shit” was the flavor of the day. 
She lifted her leg and slammed her black, lightweight boot into the door near the lock. It exploded into a shower of wood slivers as she strode through the threshold, gun drawn. This time it was her that hesitated slightly as she did a double-take, seeing the two guys she’d observed, casually sitting down as if waiting for her, guns drawn. “Oh, hi Beth,” one of them said casually.
No-one did anything for five seconds or so ... a Mexican standoff was just getting started. Beth emerged from her fog and made the first move, aiming at the guy on the right. He instinctively knew she was going for him and threw himself sideways off the chair and rolled behind the sofa before she could get a shot off while his partner aimed and fired, hitting her squarely in the chest. She lurched backward upon impact and hit the ground, flat on her back.
The two men cautiously stepped forward to examine her. Her eyes were closed and a dark wet stain began to spread across the middle of her dark blue turtleneck. She heard both men holster their weapons and walk up to her, one for sure would kick her weapon away if he got any closer. She waited as long as she could, silently praising herself for not only wearing her vest, but also taking it a step further and using the one that had the Hollywood style blood packs embedded in it. Playing dead never works if there’s no blood. She had her special bullet proof vest made for this exact scenario, but this was the first time she had to rely on it.
“Fuck. I heard she was crazy, but holy shit. What was that?” one of the men asked.
“I dunno," his partner said with a nervous laugh. “Batshit crazy for sure.” 
The bullet had hit her vest, right above the sternum. She was in pain but not incapacitated. But, there was going to be no wrestling match with these two. She could tell they way they had moved when she burst in the apartment they could handle themselves, plus she was in no condition to fight. The “Crazy” comments echoed in her mind and hit a raw nerve - she’d heard it all of her life - and each time just pissed her off more. As her assailants moved closer, her eyes shot open wide.
“I’m not fucking crazy!" she screamed. She deftly lifted her gun firing two clean shots into each of the men’s crotches, both shocked she wasn’t dead! Suddenly paralyzed, their ability to stand upright was taken away in the blink of a bullet. They hit the floor hard. 
She got up to find them both reaching for their guns, clearly in shock but trying to kill her out of sheer force of habit. She kicked one of the men’s guns away and shot his partner in the head.
“I find that no one wants to be a rat in front of their peers," she said, looking at the one still clinging to life. “Time to talk big guy, or you’ll be as dead as your friend over there.”
The man was highly composed for being shot in the dick. “I’ve been dead for a while bitch," he said, trying to laugh but spitting up blood. 
She twisted her head like a dog trying to catch a distant sound. He wasn’t your average agent, she could tell. He had a calm she’d never encountered with a dying man. In a flash she saw his off hand raise up toward her leg.
“Motherfucker!” she yelled as she put a bullet into the man’s face, but not before his knife caught her on the inside of the thigh.
__________
Sarina poured peroxide in Beth's wound, dabbing it with cotton gauze. Beth moaned and bitched at her every time the cotton came in contact with the cut. She had made it home, but not without some drama, blood loss and a seriously bad attitude.
“Shut up," Sarina finally said. “You’re lucky to be alive.”
“Lucky? Right," Beth said sarcastically.
“Just a little deeper and your femoral artery would have been severed. Dead in a few minutes. What the hell happened? Or can you not talk about it? Like everything else?" Sarina playing the role of a lover continually left in the dark.
The pain pills Beth popped earlier had begun to take effect and she was a little loopy, more talkative than usual. “Fucking Gomes, that little rat fucker," she replied.
“Gene Gomes did this to you? The Greenleaf scientist?" Sarina asked in disbelief.
“No not him. I took care of that wormy bastard. Won’t have to worry about him anymore. It was one of the four guys watching him. Took care of them too, but not before one of them took a swipe at me," Beth said pointing at her leg. “Ugh, this is fucked up," she said letting herself fall back onto the pillow.
Sarina tried to look startled, but she knew exactly who she was talking about. She knew there were two teams watching Gene. One team was a pair of ex Marshals, not hard to spot. The other crew, from the Department of Agriculture - her team - was surveilling Beth also.
“Who were they?” Sarina asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe a couple of Marshals and the other two ... who knows?” Beth said groggily.
Sarina continued to dab the blood from her wound. “It’s not bleeding as much, but you need stitches," she said.
“No hospitals!" Beth shouted.
“I can’t leave it like this. It won’t heal. I can stitch it, but it needs to get done soon. I’ve had training. I can do it, but I need to go get sutures and a needle from the drugstore.”
Sarina got up to leave, but Beth grabbed her arm, beginning to feel the effects of the painkillers. “You are a woman of mystery," Beth said groggily.
“No, I’m just a woman who needs to patch your ass up.”
Sarina suited up and went to the drugstore. If what Beth had said was true, then Col. Rhodes just lost four good men and he’d need to know about it. The bait attracted their prey, but they underestimated how dangerous she was. She asked the pharmacist to use her phone and quickly called in a coded message, making the decision to break protocol.

Chapter 5
Disney Princess
Jack was a wreck. Luke would have known even if he wasn’t hardwired into his brother’s mind by a psychic connection. Luke shook his head, trying to break the connection, but Jack was having such a powerful dream he couldn’t get away from it. He tried harder to block it out, but like a video of cat tricks, porn or a train wreck, it was hard to stop watching. 
Jack was replaying a 'greatest hits' montage of his time with Beth, his girlfriend of almost a year who turned into a psycho bitch and tried to kill him or abduct him, either one or the other, or both. In all fairness she was a psychotic mess before he met her, but he hadn’t had time to process it all. The last time he saw her she was throwing herself into a helicopter making her get away from a Canadian weed farm. It had been a shitty three months for him since.
“For the love of God!" Luke said, under his breath. His brother Jack was dreaming more often and more vividly, and worse, his ex girlfriend became less of a bitch and more of a saint each time. Luke could tell Jack was rewriting history history in his head and didn’t like it. “Shut the fuck up!" Luke yelled across the room at his sleeping brother. 
Jack moved a little, his tall body hanging off his old twin bed in what used to be their bedroom, which was now officially the guest room. Their parents never had any guests but them, but if they pointed it out, they’d only end up in an hour long guilt session with their mother about how they never visited. 
He and Jack had a great condo in Miami. Not South Beach, but real Miami, downtown in a tall beautiful glass structure near the arena where the Miami Heat played their home basketball games. Agreeing to spend a few nights with their parents was turning into a nightmare ... literally.
Jack turned over briefly, coming out of his dream. He was covered up by five blankets all wadded up and stranded on various parts of his anatomy. It looked like he was having one continuous trailer park moment after another for the past two months. As much as Luke loved him, he was ready to beat the shit out of him.
Luke was rescued by the sound of his mother screaming at their dog Bosco to get off the couch. Bosco flashed a thought into Luke’s mind, the dog hardwired into Luke’s head like his brother. He flashed a picture of a fire hydrant. Bosco's verbal skills were shit, but then again, he was a dog. 
“Coming!" Luke shouted from the bedroom, loud enough to wake Jack up. He grabbed Bosco’s leash and took Bosco out for a walk.
 
Bosco sniffed every blade of grass while Luke once again pondered his predicament. Being back at his family home, every childhood memory was more vivid, not that he was able to forget much of anything anymore. He walked under the large Banyan tree in the front yard, the spot where his life had taken a drastic turn over ten years ago.
During a summer storm, Luke, his brother Jack, and Bosco, were struck by lightning. They both lay in a coma for over a year and awoke to find their heads crammed with the equivalent knowledge of the Wikipedia. They later learned their favorite middle school teaching assistant, a white, red headed gnome of a guy named DaQuan McFinn, had wired them up every night to special goggles and headphones, blasting them with simultaneous information streams. An unsanctioned experiment for his postgraduate work. 
Upon taking their placement tests to re-enter high school, they passed everything and soon found there wasn’t much they didn’t know. They graduated high school, CLEP’d their entire college undergrad and had started on their Masters Degrees by the time Jack was seventeen and Luke was fifteen. By the time they were in their early twenties they each had ten or so PHD’s and had been asked to teach at no less than one hundred colleges and universities. They declined all of the offers preferring anonymity, but both were seriously pissed at Quan for violating their trust. 
The brothers broke contact with academia and moved into the private sector, creating Glasser Consulting taking on a myriad of complex, odd jobs for governments and large corporations, forcing Quan to be their front man, secretary, personal valet and overall indentured servant. Quan didn’t have a say about his role. After he filled their heads with legal books and case studies, they rattled off all of the Florida and Federal statutes he violated by using them as guinea pigs. So he did what anyone would do in that situation, shut the fuck up and hope they’d get over it sooner than later. True, over the years they softened, but they weren’t ready to release Quan, he had become a valuable team member, together with Amin, their other employee. He made a shit load of money anyway, so where was he going to go? 
From down the street, Luke could tell Jack was back to sleep and dreaming again. He was completely in his head. The fact he was near Bosco - his psychic amplifier - made it worse. Neither he nor Jack knew if their psychic connection was the result of the lightning strike or Quan’s experiment, however, their ability to telepathically communicate was a relatively new phenomenon and was the sole reason they emerged from the Greenleaf debacle in one piece. 
But there was more ... as in more 'gifts' as Quan and Amin called them. Jack had developed photographic memory and a sense for numbers which had made him a fortune in the stock market. Luke had a heightened sense of human awareness - the ability to judge body language and speech patterns to know if someone was bullshitting him. Luke parlayed his gift into a fortune of his own by gambling. All told, including their consulting revenues from Glasser Consulting, they had amassed close to one hundred million dollars and they were only in their early twenties. 
Their telepathic connection was the last 'gift' to manifest and was turning into a pain in the ass. Initially it had been a sporadic connection, neither knowing how to turn it on. Luke was first to realize their dog Bosco was the link, possibly owing to the fact the dog had been hit by lightning as well. Luke had an even more special relationship with the dog, and could not only communicate with Bosco in a rudimentary way - pictures - but could tap into his sense of smell, sight and hearing. Truly fucking weird, but the gift had proven invaluable when rescuing Jack from the Greenleaf weed facility.
Though Bosco may have been what initially jump started their psychic connection, it now had a life of its own. Instead of looking for ways to turn it on, they were now looking for ways to turn it off - to manage it - to quiet the noise inside their head and keep each other out. Lately it had become like dueling stereos, too loud to make sense of the music.
Luke pulled out his phone and dialed Quan who was in Miami, lounging on the balcony of the his condo. “This fucking mind reading thing is bullshit!" Luke shouted, as he often did. When he needed to blow off steam, Quan was immensely satisfying to yell at.
Quan took it in stride calmly, partially because as smart as he was, he was also socially stunted and partially because there was still a twinge of guilt for using Luke and Jack as guinea pigs. 
Luke continued his rant. “Jack’s in a trance all the time dreaming about Beth. He’s turning her into some Disney princess. Worse, I can’t seem to get him out of my head. He’s like a goddamned infomercial that’s on every channelThis shit is getting worse! This is no gift I’m here to tell you! Tell me what to do you asshole! You did this to us!”
Quan stuttered a bit, but then again most of his thoughts were birthed like a botched c-section. “I have no clue. I mean ... I mean, the memory stuff ... yeah, I mean I did that ... sure, but this other stuff ... I mean, it was the lightning strike I’m pretty sure. Luke’s eyes were glazed over listening to him. “You’re fucking worthless." 
“Other than saving your butt?" Quan shot back.
“Yeah ... bite me. Technically, it was Jack’s ass!" Luke said smiling, remembering Quan’s role in the Greenleaf fiasco a few months prior. Enjoying a moment of mindless banter.
“So what are you going to do? Stay at your parents and be miserable? Have you even heard from Col. Rhodes?" Quan asked.
“Haven’t heard a damn thing from him. He told us to stay put for a while, but that was a few days after Canada. Truth is, don’t know if I want to hear from him. Joining his band of misfits doesn’t feel like a good next chapter.”
“He was pushing you guys pretty hard just go dark now. Doesn’t make a lot of sense," Quan said.
“Yeah, I know," Luke replied, realizing the truth of what Quan was saying. Both were silent for a second letting it sink in, Luke shook it off and continued. “Tell Amin I need to catch up with him too at some point," dawning on Luke he hadn’t spoken with his other employee in a week.
“He left this morning. He’s in Atlanta visiting his parents for a couple of days,” Quan replied.
“Whatever ... never mind. I’ll catch up with him. Just stay safe and keep your eyes and ears open. I’m assuming Beth’s still out there.”
Luke hung up, walked into the house and was immediately accosted by his mother. “Did you eat yet?" she asked, hands on her hips, voice tone somewhere between pissed off and annoyed, volume level ‘eight' on a scale of ‘ten’ which was her normal speaking voice. He shrank like a ten year old.
“Not yet. I need to run out for a few minutes. Was going to grab Jack ... thought we’d get some lunch," Luke said, scrambling for a way to duck a protracted conversation.Nothing spun his mother up more than a discussion about food - specifically them not eating. He had to get the hell out of there. 
Jack was awake and lying in his bed and could hear his mother from across the house. It didn’t take long to convince him to get dressed and get out of the house. 
__________
“What are we doing?" Jack asked telepathically, as Luke pulled his Dad’s old truck to a stop in the neighborhood park a block away. They sat for a moment and eyed the swing sets they played on and trees they climbed as kids.
“We’ve got to figure this shit out. You’re completely out of it and I can’t get you out of my head,” Luke replied back, talking instead of using telepathy.
“That bad, huh?" Jack asked, already knowing the answer.
“You said yourself, you were ready to break up with her anyway," Luke taking a quick detour into Jack’s recurring dream, hating to say Beth’s name in front of him. “She fucking tried to kill you ... tried to kill us. You can’t still be in love with her?” Luke blurted.
Jack shot Luke a disgusted look. “You’re seriously asking me that? Of course not! I can’t control my dreams! Shit, I don’t even remember them!”
Luke sensed Jack was about to blow and attempted to diffuse the situation. “Never mind. Stupid question. It’s just now this connection between us has been turned on, we can’t manage it. We need some help.”
Jack slumped in the passenger seat. He knew it was a problem. Luke had barged in on him when he was sleeping too, but he never bitched about it because Luke only dreamed about sex. Getting access to Luke’s dream was like starring in Caligula. Truth was, he thought the psychic connection would fade, but it hadn’t.
“So what do you propose?” Jack sighed.
“You’re going to think I’ve lost it when I tell you.” 
“The drama is killing me," Jack said dryly.
Shiv," Luke finally replied.
Jack had seen the wind up of Luke’s thought before he could say it and coughed up a laugh. “Seriously?” he asked.
“Just because Mom and Dad haven’t talked to him in a while, doesn’t mean we can’t."
Jack thought about what his brother was suggesting, while Luke listened to Jack’s internal dialogue, seemingly at odds with himself and remembering Shiv fondly. Shiv was a throwback, a total seventies hippy that found his spiritual calling in Canada after going AWOL from the Army during basic training, prior to getting shipped to Vietnam. Though he came across as a stoned - white-dude version of Gandhi at times - and as crazy as some of the shit was that came out of his mouth, he was insightful as hell and had helped them through tough times after waking from their comas. Meditation was always a core aspect of his ‘prescriptions.’
There was no doubt they owed some measure of their current success to him. Waking up and losing a year of their lives, looking physically different and dealing with the sense of loss that accompanied their traumatic experience wasn’t something they would have been able to do themselves. Shiv was their Sherpa, their guide in dealing with their emotions, but as spacey as he was at times, he was also wonderfully practical, helping them deal with the bizarre realization they were inexplicably smarter. He was there for them as they transitioned back into school as well as for the angst and confusion afterwards when they were told their school no longer had anything to offer them. Though at the time, he had no clue Quan had essentially infused their comatose brains with the equivalent of Google's database, he helped them put their newfound mental horsepower into perspective and showed them how to visualize a new life based on “what was," instead of “what should have been." Without him, their company most likely would have never been formed and they wouldn’t have seen the opportunity to leapfrog the academic line as a true gift ... it was Shiv that gave them the idea to start Glasser Consulting in the first place.
However, they hadn’t spoken with him in a long time. Their parents, or rather their mom, had a falling out with him over a meditation day they were planning. She’d gotten pissed off and hadn’t spoken to him since. Their father hadn’t either - not that he had any issues with Shiv - he didn’t want to be seen as a Benedict Arnold of sorts. It was all fairly juvenile considering he’d performed their parents' wedding ceremony and only lived five miles away.
“Whether Mom and Dad are talking to him doesn’t mean anything. I just don’t know if I’m up for it," Jack sighed. “Even thinking about him reminds me of us waking up and all of the bullshit that happened." 
Jack sat motionless and stared straight ahead for a few moments. “You know he’s a little crazy," he finally said. 
“Crazy seems harsh. Unorthodox is more like it,” Luke replied calmly.
“Fuckin’ weird, at least," Jack replied. He sat for a moment and continued pondering Luke’s suggestion. Luke on the other hand, knew his audience and sat quietly watching his brother perform mental gymnastics with the idea.
“Shiv?" Jack repeated. “I guess ... maybe. Fuck, I don’t know,” scratching his head, hoping answers would fall out like dandruff. “I do love the guy. He practically saved our asses.”
Luke finally kicked back into ‘Luke’ mode. “Don’t be a bitch, you bitch. Of course you love him. Of course he saved our asses! He’s fucking Shiv! It’s gonna be good!" he eyeballed Jack, a sly smile creeping over his face, becoming more animated. 
“Whatever. He’s fucking nuts," Jack said smiling. “And as much as I hate to admit it, he might be able to help. Shit, he used to talk about stuff like this all the time," Jack blew out a deep breath and smiled and continued. “He is fucking crazy you know.”
“Yeah, he is. But so are we. It’s all relative man. What have we got to lose? Really? Let’s go see him,” Luke said grinning as he started up the car and headed to Shiv’s. Jack just shook his head and smiled.

Chapter 6
High School Dumpster
Nathan Rhodes sat in his nondescript office located in Baltimore. Close enough to the action in DC, but far enough not to be seen. When you’re officially listed as deceased, the possibility of seeing people you know on the street isn’t a good thing. Though he never actually lived in DC, he was aware quite a few of his previous military peers had moved up the food chain since the war in Iraq and planted roots in the Nation’s capital. Bumping into one of them would be a non-starter.
His office was in the back of a run down strip mall some government procurement agent had obtained from the lowest bidder. A true shit hole. Though his true identity was listed as MIA and presumed dead, his new life - as a low level manager for the Department of Agriculture - was still taking a little getting used to, even after two and a half years. 
As he surveyed his office, he realized how fucked the real Department of Agriculture really was. The furnishings looked like they were stolen from a high school dumpster. His desk phone was mere decoration. He never used an unsecured line to speak to anyone ... ever. His dead satellite phone sat on the desk recharging, and looked more like a paperweight. After a few minutes it came back to life, beeping with messages. He put his paperwork down and listened.
The first message was from his team of ex Marshal’s in Atlanta that were parked on Gomes. It was quick and to the point. “Contact made. Engaging.”
They were referring to the trap they had set for Beth Colby, an Organization operative, and Gene Gomes, an ex Organization scientist they were using as bait. His plan had worked or was working, or so it seemed. He’d need a full report, however, if Beth Colby was truly going after Gomes then this was their best chance of snagging the only Organization operative they were aware of. 
He’d taken a big chance placing Sarina Green within the Organization, and in the end, it had been sheer luck it happened at all, guessing and finding a bit player that surfaced her name to Magnus Johnson. As invaluable as Sarina was beginning to be, he had to admire the operational firewalls the Organization put in place, and the fact Beth Colby was so ruthlessly efficient and tightlipped. Other than being in Atlanta and staying with Beth, Sarina didn’t know for sure what the hell they were doing in Atlanta. Sarina was certainly aware Gomes was there and the Department of Agriculture was using him as bait, however, beyond that she was flying blind.
Rhodes scratched his head thinking about the layers of complexity he was having to deal with. In the end, laying a few baited traps was the only way he thought he could shake the tree and get Beth to expose the next level of the Organization. A long play for sure. If his team could grab her during her own operation - and keep Sarina’s cover intact - it stood to reason Sarina would be ‘next man up’ in the Organization. Or at least that was the plan. Hopefully his team had Beth, and Sarina was still insulated from suspicion.
The next message from his team was more confusing. “Matt Dillon down. On her way for a visit.”
“What the hell?" Was all Rhodes could mutter. He looked at his phone but there were no more messages. “That’s it? What the hell does that mean?” Matt Dillon was the Marshal in the old series Gun Smoke. That’s what his Ghost team called the ex Marshals watching Gomes. Did she take them out? His mind was racing. None of it made any sense. He dialed the numbers as he replayed the voice mail in his head. 
He had planted two ex US Marshals, to watch over Gomes. They were contractors of sorts, not officially on the payroll, but competent and didn’t ask too many questions about security work for the Department of Agriculture. He also had two of his men, code named “Ghost team,” watching them and Gomes as well, serving as a safety net. The Marshall’s had done good work in the past, but he wasn’t about to put the operation in their hands alone. If Beth was as good as urban legend had it, she’d be a hard one to snare. Ghost team would make sure nothing went wrong.
He dialed the Marshall’s and Ghost team. No one answered his repeated calls. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead. His phone rang and broke the silence. His administrator based in DC spoke in short clipped sentences, as she read him two coded messages sent by his operative, known to both the Department of Agriculture and the Organization as Sarina Green.
The first message was benign and much like the others she had sent. “Wolf still roaming. NC." Literally translated it meant Beth was doing more of the same. Out and about with nothing to report.
“Thanks," He said in a clipped tone to his admin, hoping to get back to the matter at hand, “I”ll catch up with you later." 
“Excuse me Sir, there’s another message,” his admin said. The second message was unexpected. Sarina usually left one message every three days at one of the many preselected dead drops. Any more would be risky since she was new to the Organization. 
His admin continued, “All down. Contain.”
“Are you sure?" he asked, swallowing hard.
“Yes sir," she said, not knowing the significance of what she’d just read.
Nathan Rhodes hung up and put his head in his hands. He hadn’t known the Marshals well, but the Ghost team were two men he’d served with in Iraq. Guys he’d have walked through fire for. Though they officially were listed by the government as deceased, now they might truly be dead. He had to quickly to deal with damage control and get to the scene before local authorities did. 
He dialed the number for his standby team. “I need you to check in on the parent’s. They may need maid service.” The man on the other line understood immediately and called the Department “Cleaning Service” to be on standby. He called the other members of the standby team, and headed toward a small private airport in the DC suburbs. They would be wheels up in route to Atlanta in thirty minutes.
Using Gomes as bait was starting to feel like a royal class fuckup. Beth had taken the bait, however, it was possible he’d underestimated her. If Sarina’s messages were correct - and he had no reason to doubt they were - it now looked like his team was down and Beth was back doing whatever it was she did with impunity. 
His one real asset close to the organization and to her was Sarina Green, his least experienced operative with whom he had very limited contact. Limited contact was the only reason she was still alive. The idea of having Sarina take Beth out was becoming more appealing by the moment, however, that wasn’t her mission. She was only tasked with providing details on Beth’s movement so his team could observe her in her natural element and see who she met with in order to discover other members of the Organization higher up on the food chain, and hopefully ‘move up’ once Beth was in the Departments hands. He fucking needed Beth, that was the only reason the bitch was still alive. She wasn’t  just an operative for the Organization, but a high level enforcer of sorts and a crucial piece of the puzzle. As much as he wanted to take her off the board he couldn’t just yet. She couldn’t just get hit by a bus ... she needed to trust Sarina, and let her handlers know Sarina was trustworthy before making a move. Absent that, Sarina would be hanging in the wind. With Beth out of the picture too soon, ingratiating Sarina with the Organization would be the least of their worries. Keeping her alive would be an issue. 
 He put his files back in his briefcase, however, before he left, he had to make one more call. He dialed the number slowly and deliberately. “I need to speak to the President," was all he said.
Less than thirty seconds later, the President picked up. “Nathan. What’s up?" the President said in a clipped tone.
“Mr. President, we may have a situation.”

Chapter 7
Batshit Shiv
Shiv’s boat rocked slightly under their weight as Jack and Luke stepped from the dock onto its deck. It was a forty five foot sailboat, a ketch style with a fore and aft mast, docked in the intracoastal waterway in Delray Beach, only a few miles from their parents house.
As usual, it looked as if it could use some work ... the paint was faded, and small burns pock-marked the deck where Shiv would lay his joints down. They made their way around the cockpit and took the stairs down to the main living quarters where they knocked loudly.
“Unbelievable!" Shiv said as he opened the door, naked except for a floral sarong. “I was just meditating and thinking about you both. But then again, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised by little ‘events’ like this anymore," he said with a slight grin, ushering them down into the living quarters and offering them tea.
They sat and did the perfunctory small talk, trying to avoid direct line of sight exposure to his junk as he sat cross legged, his sarong coming apart occasionally as he spoke. This was one of the times the brothers appreciated their new ‘gift’ and used it to talk to each other in the background.
“This thing is a tragedy. Can't believe it still floats," Luke thought, referring to the boat.
“No shit. Jeez ... I’ve got a one-eyed German helmet staring me down. For the love of God, tell him to close his fuckin’ skirt!” Jack replied silently.
They began to relax, settling into a conversation with Shiv that was familiar. As weird as he was, he was damn near family. He’d married their parents and was present at every birthday and family event they could remember. He was the first one to introduce them to yoga and even officially counseled them when they woke up from their coma. 
He was a genuinely happy guy, who made a living over the past thirty years doing yoga influenced therapy sessions from his boat. During the winter season it wasn’t unusual for him to have ten or more people perched on the deck of his boat for early morning sun salutations with him walking the deck like some spiritual Ahab, helping correct the posture of his deck-mates and speaking in dulcet tones trying to relax the ones who were uptight.
“So," he said, finally pouncing on the lull in the conversation. “I knew I would see you and I know you’re having problems. Want to talk about it?”
They were used to him making sudden, insightful proclamations like this, however, this time they were genuinely caught off guard.“Spit it out," he said putting his tea down and packing his glass pipe with the stinkiest weed they’d smelled since the Greenleaf incident.
It took about thirty minutes to tell him everything. They caught him up on Quan’s experiment, their life in Las Vegas, Greenleaf and their unique 'gifts' as well as the one that was currently driving them crazy. As they recited their story, they forgot how easy he was to talk to. Other than sucking on his pipe and blowing weed smoke out of an open window, he sat intently listening - giving them no reason to think he thought their claims were outlandish. When they were finished he sat back and looked at them, smiling intently.
“Wow, that makes sense,” Shiv said taking an epic pipe rip.
“What part? There was a lot of shit we just laid on you,” Luke replied.
Shiv started coughing on his smoke and laughing. “Yeah ... you were always the one to just get to it," he laughed, looking at Luke. He continued. “The experiment by Quan ... that is his name right?" Shiv asked.
Both boys nodded in agreement. “Did he make up that name or did his parents come up with it? He should think about changing it,” Shiv replied suddenly, predictably getting off track.
“Who fucking cares about his name?" Luke shot back.
Jack stepped in to refocus the conversation. “You said it makes sense. What did you mean?" Jack asked.
Shiv looked at them and scratched his head. “I would have thought it was obvious ... the sudden increase in knowledge. If there was anything the lightning strike could have done would possibly be an increase in self awareness maybe, possibly blowing up - or at least altering - your default mode network, otherwise known as your ego." He paused and took another hit. “But the new knowledge acquisition didn’t make much sense back then. Now it does. That’s all I’m saying," he said, leaning back on the tired sofa cushion.
Jack and Luke started to talk, but were interrupted again.
“You two were doing that when you first came on board? Talking to each other in your mind. Right?" he asked.
“Yeah," Luke replied. “How could you tell?”
“I don’t know. There was just something that seemed different. Just a weird energy in the space.”
Jack and Luke had heard him say stuff like that for years and always thought he was full of shit, but looking at the toned man of seventy with his gray beard, beaded bracelets and sarong, they had the feeling for once there was more to what he was saying.
“You don’t seem surprised," Jack said.
“Why would I be?”Shiv replied, eyes twinkling.
“Because this is truly some crazy shit. That’s why," Jack said.
Shiv sat back and wrinkled his face in thought. “Unusual, but not crazy. The sudden knowledge thing was crazy - but now that makes sense. Your connectivity? No, it’s not crazy," he paused again as if remembering something. “Did I tell you about the five years I lived in India?" he asked.
They shook their heads. “As you may know, my path as a young man was ... complicated. I went to India during the Vietnam war because I needed to get away. That’s where I became acquainted with Yoga and found my path. As you can imagine, as Euro-mix white guy, it was hard to get a grip on the philosophy at first, however, as they say - seeing is believing. My Guru had me study the Patanjali Sutras and I became very interested in the ones that spoke about ‘powers’ that could be acquired by yogic practitioners." He looked off into space as if reminiscing. “At first I thought they were fables - ancient urban legend, but came to realize those who were deeply connected to Self - the essence of their connection to the universe - that the powers they referred to were real.”
“What kind of powers?" Luke asked hastily.
“You know I gave you a copy of the Sutras when you were kids. You never read them?" he asked sarcastically.
“Funny. But seriously, what powers?” Luke shot back.
“Concentrating ‘prana’ - or life energy - for superhuman feats. Being able to know the true essence of a person or object, an understanding of how events, people and things are connected. Those type of things," he said. “Seems to me your 'gifts' fall into these general categories.
“Anything about psychic connections?" Jack asked.
“Not specifically, but once you see what these people can do, something like telepathy with someone who is likeminded mind doesn’t seem to be a stretch,” Shiv said offhandedly.
They sat and considered what Shiv had said. After a few minutes Shiv broke the silence. “If you want to know if there’s a way to control this “Gift,” as you call it, then I’d say ‘Yes.’ It’s very likely you can,” Shiv said.
Both Jack and Luke flashed a puzzled look. Shiv smiled and sat up a bit. “It’s just energy," he said holding up his hand and wiggling his fingers. “I’m directing energy to move my fingers. No more, no less. What you have is nothing more than an energy you’re not familiar with. It’s like having a new arm or leg you’re not used to using. You haven’t become acquainted with its energetic pathway," he said.
It dawned on them through all the New Age ‘speak,' there was something to what he was saying. They could feel it ... just knew it as soon as the idea formed in their head. 
“How?" they asked in unison.
“Damned if I know,” he smiled, shit eating grin and taking another rip from his pipe. “You know ... what’s my prescription for pretty much everything?” Shiv asked.
“Fuck. I hate meditating," Luke blurted out. Jack nodded in agreement.
“You two have always had such active minds. I guess what your teacher did to you in the hospital you could’ve made it worse, but I also think it’s possible getting struck by lightning may have broken down some of the barriers our minds normally put in the way," he paused in thought. “Look, if your reality is that you believe every thought that pops into your head - and you listen to it twenty-four-seven - then your mind will drive you a little crazy anyway. Think of your mind as a sleep deprived three year old always trying to get your attention. It’s that way for most people - even without your powers.”
“But I can’t just ‘not think,’" Jack spat back.
“Holy shit," Shiv laughed. “You can’t have forgotten everything. Meditation has never been about ‘not thinking.’ It’s about going deeper. Going beyond the thoughts to the part of you who ‘knows’ the thoughts and observes them. Your true self. Once you become acquainted with that part of you - and really understand it - your thoughts are nothing more than waves in a pond you can either pay attention to or not. They’re no longer so sticky they pull you in. When you’re able to focus on the Knower of your thoughts, then you won’t have to try to wrestle your connection into submission, you’ll know what it is and how it serves you. I have a feeling  this won’t be as hard as you think it will be,” Shiv said.
It was almost as if they could hear the gears of their mind clicking into place. It dawned on them for the first time Shiv wasn’t so crazy after all. Maybe they weren’t as fucked up as they thought. They’d been living their lives as victims of the lightning strike and victims of Quan’s experiment, taking monetary advantage of what they euphemistically called 'gifts,' without realizing they truly were. 
“Come on. Let’s give it a try," Shiv said excitedly as he rearranged the sofa cushions to meditate. For the first time they could remember, the brothers were actually excited to sit quietly and meditate. They sat for an hour while Shiv chanted beside them, slowly tapering off. They fought the urge to get up, and wrestled with their body’s desire to move - knowing it was nothing more than their mind trying to find a way to keep them from exploring the stillness. After twenty minutes, they reached a place they’d never been before, experiencing a calm like no other. After thirty minutes they reached a place where words were hopelessly inadequate to describe. For the first time, Jack was able to view the contents of his mind as an observer, making no judgements or becoming immersed with what he saw. 
Luke experienced the same calm and inventoried the file cabinets of his mind with equal measure, as the dark gave way to shimmering dust-like particles he could see flowing from his mind to his brother’s. It was a beautiful light show - a data stream with all of Jack’s thoughts and experiences intertwined with his own. 
Jack saw the exact same thing. As they both observed the phenomenon from a distance, it became clearer whose thoughts were whose and the gradual unwinding began. They sat for the next thirty minutes in awe, observing everything, thinking about nothing.
After an hour their eyes flew open and they looked at Shiv’s smiling face. They both tried to speak, but neither could find words that made sense. Shiv just put his hand up as if to quiet them. “There’s nothing to be said," he said laughing. “You saw it ... I could tell! I saw it!" 
They sat laughing at the absurdity and sheer wonder of it all, temporarily forgetting everything that had happened to them over the last ten years, just happy for once they truly felt at peace.

Chapter 8
You’ve Begun Testing?
Draper’s Gulfstream V landed in Memphis without a hitch, coming to rest in a private hanger, virtually hidden among the large FedEx cargo planes. Mid December wasn’t an ideal time to call an emergency Organization Board meeting, however, due to the recent hiccup in their money laundering operation - Greenleaf Medical Marijuana in Canada - he needed to address the board sooner than later. He was a big believer in getting ahead of the story and shaping the narrative. He’d seen too many people in leadership positions fuck up because the didn’t have the balls to deliver bad news. 
That wasn’t a problem for him. Not to say he relished the thought, however, done right, positioning bad news properly was the perfect way to make yourself indispensable, that is if people think you’re the only one who can solve the problem. During his military career and in his role as Organization Chairperson, he’d proven adept at being the ‘professional in the room.’ The fact the Organization was his brainchild and he’d helped make its members an enormous amount of money didn’t hurt either.
Memphis was a no-brainer for the impromptu board meeting, the city was the largest cargo hub in the world. Thanks to Fedex, there was an immense amount of air traffic to mask the comings and goings of private jets. In addition, Fedex routinely held executive briefings in December with their larger customers in an effort to coordinate logistics during the holiday season. This gave Organization members perfect cover and allowed them to mix in with other corporate briefings.
By late afternoon, he’d made his way to the Madison, the most exclusive hotel in Memphis and secured private suites for his members as well as a private lounge for drinks and dinner that evening, calling in a few favors in the process. Though his secretary always traveled with him and handled his more routine affairs, he still preferred to do a lot of the heavy lifting himself when it came to the details of a meeting like this. As a former Marine officer in charge of logistics, not only was he exceptionally good at it, but found tending to the small details of a meeting such as this one, helped give his normally restless mind a rest. It was a needed break from the seemingly endless scenarios of intrigue and opportunity continually played out in his head.
By seven p.m. all of the board members had arrived and were sipping seventy year old scotch, talking about the recent presidential election and pissing and moaning about how proposed corporate tax reform was inevitably going to screw up their lives. There were twelve board members in all, Draper being the chairman and the deciding vote in the event of a tie. Those in attendance represented every major industry from Fossil Fuels, Clean Energy, Military Manufacturing and Consulting, Finance and Banking, Agriculture, Food and Beverage, Shipping and Logistics, Construction Conglomerates and Pharmaceutical. There were slightly more than fifty companies that were members of the Organization, each board member elected to represent their interests.
The Organization was conceived by Draper after watching companies fight it out for new opportunities during the Balkan conflict in the early 1990’s. None of the companies were particularly concerned about who ultimately won, however, with Serbs and Croatians blowing the shit of each other and a three-way war that pulled in NATO, companies of all shapes and sizes from every corner of the world welcomed chaos as an opportunity to help rebuild and gain new footholds into an emerging economy.
As a Marine attache’ to NATO, Draper quickly developed a feel for the changing business landscape. As a supply and logistics officer, he understood graft on a personal level, developing close relationships with military contractors, which over the years, were invaluable in building personal wealth during the war. Greed and his sense of selective patriotism eventually melded into a unique world view, seeing the corporate battlefield as the most important fight America needed to win.
When the Maastricht Treaty was signed in 1992, forming the European Union, his concerns that US companies would face increasing competition from a unified Europe were validated. Sensing US corporate hegemony hung in the balance, he first reached out to his military contacts and continued up the food chain until he had essentially harnessed the fears of several major US companies and focused them with laser like efficiency on forming an Organization with the goal of furthering American corporate dominance and owning the playing field when possible. 
Even with their lofty goals, what they were doing was strictly illegal and was in essence nothing more than a collection of well-fed, jet setting, corporate assholes focused solely on their own self interests. A true white collar mob that made immense sums of money by manipulating markets and laundering money from less savory operations such as drug and human trafficking. 
Draper wasn’t particularly fond of either of those activities, himself wading into the ugly waters of child slavery in Bosnia to rescue a young girl which he subsequently raised like a daughter. However, as the Organization grew, he wasn’t able to quash every shitty idea. Instead he had to pick and choose his battles carefully to make sure secrecy and plausible deniability for Organization members remained in tact. No easy feat considering the strong personalities sitting at the table with him, digging into their steak and lobster dinner with the zeal of a corporate takeover.
With dinner and chit chat completed, they adjourned into an adjoining boardroom where the immense conference table had been removed and replaced with thirteen comfortable club chairs and side tables on which to rest their aperitifs and ashtrays. The hotel had a strict anti-smoking policy which was completely ignored. It came with the territory when dealing with corporate titans. They’d rather pay to have carpets and drapes replaced instead of forgoing a cuban cigar after dinner. Draper settled in and quickly delved into the most pressing matters at hand. Greenleaf and the Glasser operation.
“Some of you may be aware we recently suffered a substantial setback in our money laundering operations," Draper began.
He paused, listening to the murmur of the room and watching several board members cringe at the term. One of the older members put his cigar down and spoke through a cloud of smoke, his thick New England accent hammering out each word succinctly.
“You know we’d prefer you didn’t use that term. It’s so unseemly," the board member said
Draper's eyes narrowed and his blood pressure began to rise. “Bob,” Draper said using the pharmaceutical magnate’s first name. “Unseemly? Are you starting to use your own product ... snorting Vicodin? We’re not here for the shrimp cocktail ... Bob!" he said, picking up a piece of shrimp and throwing it toward the middle of the table. “We’re here because we have a gaping hole in one of our operations that needs to be addressed." His blue eyes coming to life, boring a hole into the skull of the big Pharma board member. 
Draper continued. “We recently had to shutter one of our ‘cash reallocation’ operations facilities,” he said staring directly at the incensed board member while using the euphemism. “Because of that, ‘cash reallocation’ - or, to make it more ‘unseemly’ - money laundering activities will be stopped in all of our legal Canadian cannabis facilities for the time being. This is attributable to Magnus Johnson, our operations director in Canada. He is no longer with us, however, we’ve begun the arduous task of tidying up and making sure no suspicions have been aroused.”
There was another audible murmur from the board members as they looked at each other in shock, nervously flicking their ashes. Glen Halvers, the CEO of Agri-fuse, a leading manufacturer of agricultural products, genetically modified seeds and chemicals was first to speak up.
“No longer with us? It’s not like you can lay him off,” Glen Halvers said.
“I realize that Glen. Magnus is dead," Draper said flatly.
“What does that mean exactly?" Halvers suddenly aware his and Magnus’ ‘off-the-books’ plant toxin project was essentially dead too.
“It means he’s fucking dead, Glen! What don’t you understand? If you want the specifics, he died in a fire, but not without screwing things up on an epic scale," Draper uncharacteristically shouted. He listened to the murmur around the table and the confused looks, for dramatic effect, then continued. “Magnus was operating outside of his purview. From what I can tell, he was in the process of developing some form of plant toxin and the vaccine or cure simultaneously. While I applaud his entrepreneurialism, he was working outside the oversight of this council and me, which is completely untenable.”
Glen Halvers’ mind was in overdrive. He’d just found out Draper knew about Magnus’ side project. It was also likely Draper knew he was involved as well. Hell, even if Magnus hadn’t told him, it wouldn’t be hard to figure out. No other company would benefit more from a successful project like that than Agrifuse. He knew he’d have to tread carefully, however, denial of the project’s existence wouldn’t be an option. Denial of a conspiracy to help Magnus’ replace Draper, was a different story. He’d deny to the grave, knowing how many people who crossed Draper had accidentally died.
Draper continued, “It seems as if he may have been onto something promising, however, due to an explosion at the Greenleaf facility, all research was subsequently lost and the project has been put on indefinite hold until we can assess feasibility moving forward. It was in this explosion Magnus lost his life.”
Draper checked the facial expressions of the board members, all of which were blank with the exception of Glen Halvers. He continued speaking. “Our Greenleaf subsidiary has proven to be a highly effective entity in which to launder funds from some of our ancillary operations. With the fire, we’ve lost a significant resource, not to mention brought about unwanted attention to our Canadian Operations. Make no mistake, all of our Canadian Cannabis operations will need to be as clean as the driven snow … for now. One of our people with Health Canada has assured me if we act decisively to get out in front of this, spin it as a one-of mishap, we’ll be able to resume business as usual in a few months. I don’t have to tell any of you what Magnus did was completely unacceptable, and worse, will end up costing all of us a lot of money. 
Draper could visibly see some of the board members calculating their losses in their heads. A few of the members muttered curse words and asked for drink refills. He quickly moved on from the bad news to the worse news, exercising some creative license to lay one hundred percent of the blame for the Glasser debacle on dead Magnus.
“Magnus’ adventure also crossed an operational line. He apparently hired an outside consultant to help with his project who was none other than Jack Glasser, Draper said.
A chorus of “Holy shit’s” and “Oh fuck’s” echoed off their brandy glasses. This was obviously news to Glen Halvers at Agrifuse by his expression. 
“I know," Draper said in a reassuring fashion. Now was the critical juncture of the meeting and required him to insulate himself from his own decision to let Magnus retain Jack for the project?” Draper let the situation sink in, then continued. “Magnus did this without anyone’s knowledge, and yes, it has no doubt hindered our progress in understanding how or what Glasser is using to profit from some of our most important market machinations," he paused for dramatic effect. “That is still an ongoing operation, however we’ve had setbacks. Our operative who was working Glasser for almost a year, had her cover completely blown. We’re involved in an intense clean up phase as we speak.”
“What the fuck, Draper?" Tom Janfield, the red faced oil company executive from Trident Energy shouted. “We’ve been waiting a long goddamn time for you to find out how he knows what we’re doing before we do! Our market moves are supposed to be so goddamn complicated they’re invisible. We know he’s done a lot of government work. How do we know he’s not working with them now, ready to expose us all?” the oil exec said. 
“That’s not going to happen. We’ve been able to determine conclusively Mr. Glasser hasn’t been and currently isn’t spearheading any law enforcement operations. He’s been in it for himself. A low key corporate raider who has created something - maybe an analytics platform - with some limited insight or damn good guesses as to what we’re doing. From what we can tell so far, he hasn’t made the connection there’s a manipulative market force at work." 
Draper said this knowing full well  the last part of his calming speech was bullshit. His operative Beth Colby so much as told Jack what they were interested in a last ditch effort to understand his methods, but then again, Jack was supposed to be dead shortly after that revelation. He was still walking upright - which was a problem - but Beth clearly believed Jack when he denied any knowledge of the Organization’s market moves. That still didn’t sit well with Draper. He knew his operative better than anyone - knew her skillset and the temperature of the ice that ran through her veins, however, with Jack Glasser Draper suspected her judgement was clouded after being personally involved with him for almost a year. Glasser was still alive and that was indeed a problem, however, it was a problem Beth would solve shortly.
The oil executive spoke up quickly in response. “That’s all well and good you don’t ‘Believe’ there’s a problem, but I don’t feel comfortable with this much potential exposure,” the oil executive continued.
Heads nodded in response.
“Let me assure you in no uncertain terms. The agent whose operation this was is our most trusted and skilled. She is in the process of not only cleaning up Magnus’ mess, but also dealing with Mr. Glasser in a very expeditious and permanent manner. There will be no blowback," Draper said.
The exec from New England who had questioned the unseemly use of the term ‘Money laundering’ quickly piped in. “So what are you saying? You’re going to take him out?”
“Goddamnit,” Draper losing control of his temper. “What the fuck kind of question is that?" He lowered his voice with the ferocity of someone trying to keep the lid on an IED. “I believe that you, Bob," pointing directly at him, “You thought the term ‘money laundering’ was ‘unseemly?’  Isn’t that what you said, Bob?" spittle forming in the corners of his mouth. 
Draper continued. “Now you are questioning how I’m going to contain this situation? Do you really want to know? Really? If you all will recall, this isn’t the biggest mishap we’ve had to deal with. Not by a long shot. What I’m looking for here is an acknowledgement of the situation and the backing to get things done. I'm only working in your best goddamn interests … like I’ve always done in the past! We have an existential crisis I’m going to damn-well fix. Is it too ‘un-fucking-seemly” or do you have a problem with that?" Draper screamed.
All of the oxygen was immediately sucked out of the room, replaced with stale smoke and the odor of nervous sweat. The board member backed down and the tension subsided as board members dispersed to find the bathroom and make phone calls. 
Glen Halvers at Agri-fuse took advantage of the momentary break in the action to quietly approach Draper for a private conversation about Magnus’ virus experiment. He knew he had to go all in at this point and hoped Draper would ultimately trust his version of events over Magnus’ - whatever they were.
“So are you saying the Greenleaf facility won’t be able to provide any more of either the viral agent or vaccine? Halvers asked conspiratorially. 
Draper looked at him sideways. “Glen, what do you know about that? Really?”
“I know as much as you and Magnus, I suppose," Glen feigning surprise at the question.
Draper shook his head. “Were you working with Magnus on this?”
“Of course I was … you know that." He pretended to be slightly insulted. “It was an interesting project one of our employees began work on a year or so ago. When Magnus found out, he wanted to run with it. He said he had your full blessing," he paused and looked at Draper. 
Draper said nothing, only glared at him. 
“He didn’t tell you did he?" Glen Halvers turned and whispered under his breath, audibly so Draper could hear. “Ughhh, Magnus you son of a bitch," he said delivering an Oscar worthy performance in his mind.
Draper took it all in, cataloguing the visual ‘tells’ of yet another lying scumbag. He knew damn well Halvers was lying. His new operative Sarina Green had told him as much when she was debriefed after the Greenleaf incident. Magnus’ pompous ass could never keep a secret, especially around a pretty lady. He played along with Halvers nonetheless.
Draper spoke. “More of the vaccine? There was never any in the first place - at least none that worked," Draper saw the executive shift uncomfortably. “Glen please don’t tell me he gave you some and you’ve used it.” 
Glen looked at him with confusion. “Of course he did. He provided me with samples of the agent and vaccine. We’ve already begun small batch testing at one of our test facilities. He said you knew about it and encouraged it,” Halvers said.
Draper looked at him with dismay, staring at him for a solid minute while trying to formulate his thoughts. This was actually a new disturbing development. 
“You’ve begun testing? Is that what you said?" Draper asked, straining to control himself.
Glen tried to make himself bigger as he leaned forward knowing he was complicit in going behind Drapers back, and his life most likely depended on his acting skills. 
“You’re damned right that’s what I said. Magnus gave me samples of each and assured me he’d deliver more in short order. I’ve been waiting on this for over a year. I ... I mean Agrifuse, deserves this. We’ve funded a lot of other shit that hasn’t benefited us directly and this would. We just got this test project up and running and now you’re telling me it doesn’t work and I won’t be able to fix it because of some cock-sucking day trader?”
Draper’s eyes were positively radioactive, however, his expression was flat. “Glen, how much money have I made you?”
Halvers, went silent, then looked down at his feet. “A lot,” he said.
“So now you’re telling me ‘a lot’ just isn’t enough?" Draper adopted a parental tone. “You’re building immense personal wealth, why do you care about a big ‘win’ for Agrifuse? Can’t you see your success so far has been tied to the big picture. Sure it may be a success for Agrifuse, but a successful project like yours could throw a wrench into our long term plans. Glen, there’s a reason we don’t go rogue here. It costs a lot of money and people get hurt.”
Glen stared uncomfortably at him understanding the full implications of Draper’s subtly veiled threat. 
“Glen, forget the money, forget the breach of protocol ... ” 
Halvers tried to interrupt and come to his own defense. Draper put up his hand and continued. “Whether you knew it was a breach or not. We don’t know what Magnus gave you or how it works. Right now, that’s a much bigger problem. I don’t care if you miss Christmas, you’d better close the testing down and burn whatever’s left to make sure the virus is contained." He turned to leave.
“Tell Magnus’ scientist. He’s the one testing it," Halvers said, with dismay.
Draper stopped and turned around slowly. “Can you repeat that please?" Draper said calmly, trying to stifle his obvious malice.
“What part?" Halvers asked, taken aback.
“Glen, you do know where the virus was deployed, right?" Draper asked, coaching the witness.
“No, of course not. Magnus’ scientist was handling that,” Halvers spit out, distancing himself by not owning up to the fact he knew Gomes personally and he’d recommended him to Magus in the first place.
Draper shook his head. “Well Glen, sounds like we have a problem. Gomes is dead ... so if you’re saying he’s the only one who knows where that toxic shit has been unleashed, then we have a very big problem," Draper whispered.
Halvers suddenly looked visibly shaken. “Dead? What happened? Did he die in the fire?”
Draper just stared back without saying a word. Halvers eventually capitulated.
“What?” Halvers asked. “Just say it. What happened?”
“Gomes was put down," Draper said slowly. “He was put down like a fucking dog because he went rogue." Draper paused, “Because he and Magnus told someone - Jack Glasser - some shit that shouldn’t have been told, about an unsanctioned viral experiment," Draper added, not blinking and boring a hole through Halvers’ skull.
Halvers shifted on his feet, his face went slack. “That’s not good," Halvers said, eyes darting back and forth in their sockets as if simultaneously terrified while trying to think.
“What part Glen? The talking to Jack Glasser part, or the entrepreneurial shit you were a part of?” Draper fired back.
Halvers calculated quickly that pushing the limits of denial wasn’t in his immediate best interest. He quickly pivoted. “That the shit is out there and we don’t know where," he quickly said.
“Yeah Glen, definitely not good. So tell me ... and I want you to think about this really hard, tell me you know where he used that stuff.”
Halvers gulped hard. I don’t know where the scientist deployed it - well not exactly - but I’m thinking I gave them three site options," he stammered. “Hell, I don’t even know if one of those is where he deployed it. Magnus didn’t tell me anything about the logistics.”
“Where?” was all Draper asked, his calm was unnerving.
Halvers gave Draper the names and locations of the prospective sites, while trying to convince him he couldn’t be sure if any of the sites were the testbeds.
“Glen, I hope to God you’re right," Draper said quickly. He left Halvers marinating in his fear, and joined the other members.
The meeting was adjourned shortly after voting was completed. The vote was unanimous giving Draper the power to take any steps he deemed necessary for damage control. As he watched Halvers leave, it took a total of two minutes for him to decide his first order of business. He picked up his phone and dialed Beth.
Beth picked up Draper’s call on the fourth ring. Her thigh was throbbing, and had yet to take the handful of painkillers Sarina had given her. 
“There’s been a change. I need you to hit the pause button on Glasser and your Greenleaf cleanup. I need you to kill a motherfucker,” Draper said.
“I just did if you’ll remember,” she said calmly.
Draper quickly popped out of his preoccupation with Glen Halvers and realized with all of his event planning, he should have called her earlier regarding Gomes. “Speaking of which, how’d it go? he asked.
“Complicated,” she replied..
Draper never liked complicated, and as Beth told him about Gomes his team of watchers and that her leg had been sliced, he almost felt a twinge of regret for not reaching out to her sooner.
“Who were they?” he asked, referencing Gomes security detail.
“No clue, but on average, they were better than most. It was a fluke I spotted them in the first place. The other thing is I don’t believe they were protecting Gomes. Gomes wasn’t aware he was being watched. There were two pairs of them. A couple of B-players who went down easy, and a couple of pros. I didn’t get the sense they were protecting Gomes, as much as using him as bait, waiting for me.”
“They say that?” Draper asked.
“Didn’t have to. I could tell by the way they operated and by what Gomes told me before I shot him.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense. What the hell did he say?”
“He said the night of the Greenleaf fiasco, he was picked up by what looked to be FBI types, about a mile out from the facility.” she said.
“Did the Glasser brothers bring them there?" a wave of panic beginning to overtake him.
“No, I don’t believe so. Supposedly they were shitting their pants as much as Gomes was. They never told him who they were affiliated with, but were clearly high end, federal law enforcement," Beth Said.
“What the hell? That just can’t be! Our guy in the Justice Department told us we were clear. There weren’t supposed to be any law enforcement - much less US law enforcement - anywhere near there. Nobody knew a Goddamn thing about what was going down that night!”
“Somebody did, because they were there. And then they were at Gomes’ apartment laying a trap for me," she paused for a moment to consider something, then continued.
“I don’t know. Our Justice connection may not be wrong after all. These guys were pros … definitely ex law enforcement, but there was something different. They were working for someone else. One of them said something odd right before ... well, right before he died. He said I couldn’t kill him because he was already dead.”
Draper bit his lip. As a former military officer who was now officially listed as Killed in Action, to hear that was chilling. It was a line he had used several times before. He had a tingle in the back of his spine that made him believe something or some other competing entity had inserted itself into the equation and he was having trouble making it all add up. He was lost in thought when she asked about the big board meeting in Memphis.
He dropped more unexpected bad news on her, telling her about Gomes giving the Agrifuse CEO, Glen Halvers, the toxin and how he was positive Magnus had begun laying the groundwork for a coup with Halvers’ backing. The plant toxin was some form of payback. 
“Magnus. I wish I could kill him again,” she muttered. “What about the toxin? Is it secure or still out there? 
“It’s out there, possibly deployed,” he stated flatly.
“He used the shit? Doesn’t he know there’s no vaccine?” Not able to contain her surprise.
“He was unaware of that fact,” Draper said.
“Shit," Beth whispered to herself.
Nether said anything for a full thirty seconds before Draper broke the silence. “I know. It certainly complicates things,” he said.
“If I’d known, I wouldn’t have killed him. We may have been able to use him to create the antidote.”
One of Draper’s mottos was ‘Never litigate the past,’ what’s done is done. “You know my opinion on the subject. We made a decision at the time based on the facts we had at the moment. The reality is he didn’t have a vaccine that was working. He was clearly stuck and unable to work it out on his own. Jack Glasser figured it out in a few hours," Draper replied.
She twitched a little when she heard Jack’s name and her mind wandered. Jack was the next assignment -  or at least the assignment after next - after Halvers. She knew he had to die ... there was no way around it. She also knew she was the one to do it ... maybe even needed to be the one to do it. It was an odd, almost conflicted feeling - one she’d never experienced before - possibly some perverted sense of duty or maybe because she’d gotten to know him, slept with him and pretended to love him for almost a year. For some reason, she wanted to make sure he wouldn’t suffer. She quickly returned to the matters at hand.
“I guess you’re right. Gomes was a fucking idiot,” she relented.
“So about Halvers, you’re good right?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’ll take care of it. I always hated that asshole. He was as bad as Magnus," She paused, “I’ll have to see about the leg though.”
“You’ll be fine. Takes more than a little cut to show you down,” Draper said casually, trying his best to gloss over the injury. 
Beth shrugged it off. “Do you know where he deployed the toxin? Is he going to clean it up?’ she asked.
“That’s the other small problem. Gomes chose the spot and Halvers doesn’t know where the shit was deployed.”
“So where’s that leave us?” she asked.
“Halvers gave us three possible sites. So right now, I’m thinking that leaves us without further need of him, for sure. We’ll have to track it down the old fashioned way,” he paused, eager to change the subject and asked, “How’s your protege’ coming along?” referring to Sarina Green.
“Coming along," she said flatly.
“Do you trust her?” he asked.
“That’s a stupid question. I don’t trust anyone," she replied.
“Do you trust her enough to have her take part in this? I want to move her from observational to operational. She needs to get her hands dirty. Can she handle it?” he asked.
The line was quiet for a while before Beth spoke. 
“I guess we’ll find out,” she said.

Chapter 9
Kill Baby Jesus
Nathan Rhodes flew into Dekalb-Peachtree Airport, located fifteen minutes outside of Atlanta’s Buckhead neighborhood. Hartsfield airport was closer to Gene Gomes' condo and the cleanup scene, however, it was a  nightmare of an airport and the words “Quick” and “Easy” didn’t apply. The older Citation jet he’d rented was in need of a paint job, and looked every bit the part of the ‘poor man’s jet’ as it pulled into the parking area in front of the small terminal. 
Stepping onto the tarmac he was greeted by two members of his cleanup crew dressed in ripped jeans and ratty t-shirts, both with long hair and beards. Nathan did a quick double take. Even though they were all officially listed as dead, and there was no dress code for their particular sub-group of the Department of Agriculture, Rhodes was never able to part with his military style haircut, much less dress like a runaway skateboarder. The closest thing to dressing-down for him was a golf shirt and khakis … golf shirt tucked in of course.
They shook hands and led him to a new Jeep Grand Cherokee.
“What the fuck is this?" he asked, looking at the car. “We’re gonna stick out like a sore dick in this thing. It’s too goddamn nice.”
“Urban camouflage." One of the men chuckled. “We’ll be in one of the nicer neighborhoods. This will blend in.”
“Are all the fucking Chevy Impala’s in Atlanta rented out? Goddamn, this is a thankless fucking gig sometimes," Rhodes muttered. 
His compatriots smiled at their commanding officer’s disdain for even the slightest of creature comforts and his penchant for cursing in any situation.
Rhodes was lost in thought during the ride, and both members of his team knew him well enough to keep quiet and leave him alone until he broke the silence. He had already been debriefed by his team leader hours before, and now he gazed out of the window, as they drove through the Perimeter area of Atlanta with it’s posh neighborhoods and shopping areas, then through several seedier sections near downtown where full-on urban gentrification was occurring, where Gomes and his agents had been killed. 
“We’re here sir." One of the agents said breaking the silence. 
They parked a block down in a public parking structure where there were no cameras. Rhodes studied the area quickly.
“So we’re roughly between Gomes’ condo and where Ghost team was set up?” Rhodes asked.
The agents nodded, careful never to use words when none were needed.
Rhodes met his “Clean-team” leader, John Dowd on the fifth floor of the older nondescript condo they had put Gomes in. There were only two units per floor, his neighbor being an older woman who was reputedly hard of hearing. At the time, it looked like a reasonable set up. But then again, Beth Colby must have thought so too.
Dowd walked him around the crime scene which had been cleaned thoroughly. Gomes’ body as well as the Marshal’s, had been removed within thirty minutes of Rhodes’ emergency call and now all that was left to do was to rid each apartment of any forensic evidence a crime had occurred.
“We found him in here," Dowd said, pointing to the bathroom. “He’d been smacked around a bit, but nothing too bad. She double tapped him,” he continued, pointing to his own head and chest.
“Hmm," Rhodes grunted trying to picture the scene himself.
“She wasn’t quiet about it. That’s the thing about this that doesn’t make sense. You would have thought she’d have been a little more stealthy ... used a suppressor and been in and out. Not this one," he said referring to Beth. “We listened to the audio of Marshal and Ghost Team. By the end he was screaming like a bitch and the fatal wounds sounded like they’d been inflicted by a cannon.”
“And the neighbor’s apartment? You said the Marshals were found in there?" Rhodes asked.
“Yeah. Right over here," he said, leading him out across the hallway to the other apartment.
Rhodes studied the scene. There were no visible signs of forced entry on either doors. 
“What are your preliminary thoughts on how this went down?" Rhodes asked.
“You’re not going to like this, but it looks like she had situational awareness of Gomes, the Marshals and Ghost team. I heard on the police scanner there was an old woman found in a dumpster a few blocks from here this morning. The person who lived in this apartment was an older white woman, fitting the description. I’m betting this is her apartment,” Dowd said.
Dowd moved around the apartment to set the scene for Rhodes. “I’m thinking Beth Colby disguised herself as the older woman -the neighbor- rode up, shot Gomes and waited for the Marshals in here. They came knocking and she took them down. Basically used Gomes as bait.” Dowd said.
“Jesus Christ Almighty!" Rhodes exploded, rubbing his hand through his gray buzz cut. “We didn’t bait her, she baited us!" Rhodes exhaled loudly. “There’s a sad fucking irony in this, John.”
Dowd nodded slowly. 
“She’s a smart one. Evil, but smart," Rhodes said.
They split up and walked over to the condo where Ghost team had been stationed. It was an empty building, one that was in the short strokes of being completed until the original developer had gone bankrupt during the housing crisis. The locks were new though, so there weren’t any squatters or drug dealers. Just an empty building in which the drywall hadn’t been sanded and the fixtures hadn’t been installed.
The bodies had been moved, however, there was still blood on the floor and it was clearly visible the door had been kicked in. A small man with gloves and glasses was scraping blood off of the floor. He looked up as Rhodes and Dowd entered the room.
“This is it,” Dowd said, waving his hand toward the blood stains.
Rhodes nodded and looked at the man collecting samples. “Carl, what have you got?” he asked.
Carl finished putting a blood sample scraping into a tube, then took off his gloves and shook Rhode’s hand.
“A few rounds and a lot of blood. I’ll know for sure when I’m able to run the samples, but based on the spatter, it looks like we’ve got three different bleeders here." 
“Some of it our shooter’s?" Rhodes asked.
“Looks like it," Carl replied. “These spots here,” he pointed to a smaller patch of blood with droplets leading toward the door, “I’m betting this is hers. One of our guys had a bloody knife in his hand. I think he was able to cut her before he expired. I’ll find out if the blood on the knife matches the puddle. If it does, we’ll know it’s her and I can get a DNA profile out of it.”
Rhodes thought about that for a moment. He certainly didn’t give a shit about DNA, he knew exactly who it was and had an agent playing house with her at that very moment. His plan to catch Beth Colby in the act  - and spare Sarina Green’s cover  - was looking like a royal fuck up. At that moment, instead of interrogating Beth and sucking out vital intelligence on the Organization, he was left to bury two agents. Two people who were officially listed as dead, now really were dead, as well as two freelance ex-Marshals. It was a glorious cluster fuck.
“You still have the audio?" Rhodes asked Dowd.
“Yeah,” Dowd replied. “Here you go." 
He pulled his phone out of his pocket and handed it to Rhodes who gave him a what the fuck look. 
“We uploaded it to a secure server and got rid of the hard copies. Didn’t want any mishaps. Here, just press the screen here.”
Rhodes wasn’t much of a smart phone guy. The Satellite phone he carried with him was more like brick, but he managed to manipulate his large calloused fingers over the screen and listen to the audio.
He heard Gomes screaming and the shots being fired. Though barely audible, he heard the faint shots from across the hall where the Marshal’s had been killed. 
“No audio from this scene?" Rhodes asked.
“No," Dowd replied. “We weren’t wired for sound here. Hell, you know these guys. They were good. She must have serious instincts to have been able to make this team and figure out where they were in the first place. She could have gotten away clean,” he said, rubbing his chin. “But instead she wanted to make a point. That’s what this is.”
Rhodes handed him back the phone and looked around again. “Well, she sure as shit did.”
__________
Beth and Sarina had just finished a romp in the sack that would have qualified for an Olympic medal. Sarina wasn’t gay, and Beth was ... well, who fucking knew? However, there was no denying on some level Sarina was getting used to sex with Beth ... and it wasn’t so bad. Not having to explain what felt good and having a partner that knew the owner’s manual backward and forward didn’t hurt either.
Beth was still a major mystery for Sarina. A scary, sexy, psychotic one, but a mystery nonetheless. Sarina sensed sex for Beth was really more about the release - the physical act - and was not particularly picky if she was with a man or woman. There was some intimacy, but not much. It was more animal intensity than anything, Almost like she was exorcising demons instead of taking pleasure in being with a lover.
“You’re going to screw up those stitches if we keep doing shit like this," Sarina said, wiping her sweaty hair out of her face and catching their breath.
“Thanks for reminding me," Beth said, touching her thigh to see if they were still intact. Her phone rang and she rolled over to get it. She eyed the number and got up. “Gotta take this,” she said walking to the living room.
“You can take in here you know," Sarina pouted as if she wasn’t invited to the party.
Beth frowned, closed the door behind her and answered Draper’s call.
“How’s the leg?” Draper asked in a fatherly tone.
“Not bad considering, but it’s become a limiting factor. Worse than I thought," she replied, matter of factly.
“So where does it leave us?” Draper asked.
“Excuse me?" Beth raised her eyebrows. To her the question was both stupid and out of character. 
“With Halvers," Draper snapped. 
That’s the Draper I know, she thought. “Looks like I’m on the bench. I’ve been sewn up, but my leg looks like grandma’s quilt and I’m on pain meds. I can’t go.”
“I figured as much, which is why I’m calling. Is she ready?" he asked, referring to Beth’s recently acquired protege, Sarina.
“Hell Draper, nobody’s ever really ready for this shit,” she said, suddenly sounding human. “But I think she’ll be fine. I haven’t actually told her about the mission just yet, though.”
“Excuse me? I thought we agreed. I thought this was taken care of," Draper’s annoyance was unvarnished.
Beth sighed deeply. “Look ... I’m on the ground here and have been working through this. Between sleeping this fucking knife wound off and pain med sessions, I think I may have come up with a fairly easy and less messy way to deal with Halvers.”
“Really?” Draper said sarcastically. “Less messy? That would be a switch.” Before Beth could reply, he quickly pivoted. “I’ll leave the details to you. Do what you do but I need it done sooner than later,” he said. “Read the new girl in, get her fucking hands dirty and see how much water she can carry on her own, now you’re on the bench. You need a hand, so do it now." He clicked off the call before she had a chance to reply.
Beth bit her lip and ran her fingers through her damp blond hair. Staring in the mirror in the sitting area, she looked at her reflection - maybe for the first time without judgement - examining the cut on her leg and her bruised knuckles. She quickly shook her head and walked back to the bedroom to avoid an introspective moment.
“Change of plans," Beth said, walking back into the bedroom. Sarina was drying off from a quick shower.
“What kind of change?”
“We have a new assignment. It’s in New York," Beth replied.
“I thought Florida was our next stop. The Glasser brothers," Sarina said, careful not to say ‘Your old boyfriend.’
“It’s the nature of the business. If you miss order and stability, then maybe you should go back to your old job at the Department of Agriculture," Beth said sarcastically.
Sarina had heard this before, however, there was no doubt Beth or the Organization would ever let her quietly quit and go back to her old life. Unless she was in a body bag. Having Beth keep bringing it up was still getting under her skin.
“Yeah, good old Department of Agriculture. That’ll be the day," Sarina replied. “How soon do we need to leave and what’s the plan?" 
“If we leave within the hour, then we’ll get there by no later than six p.m." Beth paused and walked over to Sarina and put her hands on her shoulders, more intimately than she had in the past. 
“We need to put someone down. I’m a known entity, and also have this,” Beth said, pointing to her leg, “So it’s going to have to be you." 
“What the hell are you talking about?" Sarina stepped back. “That’s not what I do.”
Beth’s eyes narrowed. “You were working for Magnus. Magnus is dead. Whatever your old job description was, it died with him. Unless I missed something, you said you were ‘All in.’  Did I miss something? Because if I did, we have a problem.”
Sarina paused. Rhodes said something like this might come up. That she may have to prove herself. She’d mentally prepared for it and had certainly killed before, however, she had to act the part of an ex-government bureaucrat not seeming too eager.
“It has to be someone who deserves it," Sarina finally said. “I can’t kill someone who’s innocent. Or a child either.”
Beth turned and started to pack. “Innocent? Who the hell is innocent?" Beth quickly answered her own question. “Nobody, that’s who. But since you’ve seemed to have developed a conscience, the person in question is a dirty sack of shit who deserves to die." 
She stopped and turned to face Sarina again. “Just so we’re clear. If I told you to kill baby Jesus, that’s exactly what my people would expect you to do. Just get your head right.”
Sarina shook her head. “I’m good. I’ll get ready.”
Beth stared at her, mentally calculating how much to actually tell her about Glen Halvers, the man they were about to kill.
“There’s something else you should know ... because you were involved with Magnus and Gomes,” Beth said.
Sarina shook her head. “Not that shit again. I know if I fuck up I’m toast - you still don’t trust me ... ”
Beth cut her off. “Christ, just let me finish. I’m beginning to trust you actually. Shit, I must based on the fact you’re involved in our next assignment. What I was about to tell you was the virus that didn’t work … the shit that was supposedly obliterated. Thing is, it actually wasn’t destroyed. Gomes and Halver’s deployed it at a test site.”
Sarina felt her face get hot and her knees get weak. “Don’t fucking tell me that," Sarina gasped.
“I know it’s fucked up for sure,” Beth’s face now serious.
“It’s more than just fucked up ... the fucking virus DID work, but Gomes didn’t have a vaccine. This is bad ... really bad!” Sarina shouted.
Beth watched Sarina run her hands through her hair and pace as if she’d just gotten horrific news, which apparently she had. She stopped pacing and asked Beth.
“Where is it? Did Gomes tell you?” Sarina asked.
Beth paused. “I wasn’t aware of the deployment until after my run-in with Gomes.”
Sarina’s face dropped. “You fucking killed him before you knew what he did with it? Is that what you’re telling me? Holy shit ... did it occur to you to fucking ask?’
This was the first time Sarina had spoken to Beth like this, and though it wasn’t sitting well Beth. She had to admit she would have asked the same question and wouldn’t have been nice about it either.
“Just stop," Beth said, waving her hands, then continued. “We just found out about this. Believe me if we’d known he actually deployed it, no … I wouldn’t have killed him. However, hindsight doesn’t help for shit right now. We need to put Halvers down and then go find where they tested the virus and eradicate it.
“So I take it the shit-bag you want me to kill ... he told you where it’s deployed, right?” Sarina asked.
Beth cut her off again and attempted to speak. “He doesn’t know ... ”
Sarina went ballistic. “What the fuck? He has to know! We can’t kill him before we find out!” Sarina yelled in disbelief.”
“Let me fucking finish,” Beth said visibly pissed now. “It’s at one of three possible locations. That’s as much as he knows. Believe me if he knew more he’d have said so. He’s still an Organization member, and though he’s a shit head, our boss doesn’t think he’s lying about this.”
Sarina just stared at her blankly. 
Beth continued. “I’m taking a shower and you need to get ready. Nothing has changed except we’ll have a couple more assignments before I deal with the Glasser brothers. I need you to shake it off and get your head right.”
 
Sarina watched Beth walk in the bathroom and close the door. Her heart was in her chest and her pulse was racing. She knew she had to warn Rhodes. She scribbled down a quick encrypted note, stuffed it under the dresser and debated breaking protocol with a text. Everything was unfolding quickly, and the internal debate raging in her head was quickly quelled, when she shot off a quick cryptic text. She erased it as soon as she sent it and felt a chill run down her spine. Within an hour she’d be headed to New York to kill the CEO of a major US corporation, then trying to find a deadly viral testbed!

Chapter 10 
Grab a Cab 
Amin decided on sushi for lunch and sat at the bar of his favorite sushi restaurant in the Buckhead neighborhood of Atlanta finishing off his last piece of hamachi talking to Quan on his phone. His cell phone was glued to his ear and was starting to get hot as he listened to Quan ramble on about the same stuff they’d been talking about for the last few months. Mainly when they would be back in Vegas, how much he hated Miami and why Colonel Nathan Rhodes had been so quiet lately. Amin didn’t have much to add so he grunted occasionally and focused on his Sushi.
He’d been cooped up with Quan in Jack and Luke’s Miami condo for over a month and decided he needed a break. Using his parents as an excuse, he rented a car and made the nine or so hour trip to Atlanta, enjoying the solitude and the freedom to listen to his own playlists without interruption. No question, the trip was worth it, helping to clear his mind and allowing for some quality time with his parents. Even helping his Father, a minister of forty years, with routine maintenance around his church proved satisfying compared to the past weeks doing nothing.
It was his last day in Atlanta and he’d grown a little weary of his mom’s deep fried cooking. After just a few days, he was already feeling the extra pounds from the big meals. He was convinced if he cut himself, he’d bleed gravy. A quiet sushi lunch was just what the doctor ordered. That was until Quan called.
Twenty minutes into the call, Quan mercifully began to wind down, however, as he listened he couldn’t help but notice how Quan’s speech patterns changed when it was just them. They both grew up the sons of protestant preachers, Quan a freckled faced, Irish white kid raised in the heart of Detroit and Amin, an African American kid whose father was the minister of one of the older, more affluent black churches in Atlanta. It was weird listening to Quan’s adaptation of Detroit barbershop banter when he spoke with Amin; it used to piss him off thinking he was trying to show the ‘Black man’ some love. However, over the years he realized as stiff and strait-laced as Quan was around the average white person, he was raised in a black neighborhood and the relaxed, semi-urban accent he used with Amin was just Quan just being himself. 
Accent aside Quan was still a neurotic, smart, dude who was not only socially awkward, but had shown incredibly poor judgment by experimenting on their employers then being unable to lie about it, ultimately confessing it to them. Deep down Amin never understood that, but then again, Quan marched to the beat of his own on-the-spectrum drummer. He paid the check, told Quan he’d be back the next day.
 
It was a beautiful crisp winter day in Atlanta, blue skies and temperatures in the mid fifties after a few days of overcast, clammy weather. Over the past month he’d grown out his beard and relaxed his wardrobe a bit, opting for a hoodie and a pair of jeans. If someone didn’t know it was Amin, they’d have never recognized him on the street.
He walked slowly back to his dad’s church, past the smaller older homes and the huge new ones that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. New condos dotted the landscape as well, owing to the persistent wealth of the area despite recent recessions.
He was within three blocks of the church when he saw a familiar black pony tail attached to a woman he was positive he’d seen before. She wore a black, form fitting jogging suit and when she turned slightly toward him, he damn near shit his pants. It was the woman he’d seen at the Greenleaf plant a few months ago. The one who took off in the helicopter. 
A million thoughts began to race through his mind. He slowed slightly, concerned if he made a sudden move or acted suspiciously he’d bring too much attention to himself. He resisted the urge to pretend to thumb through real estate magazines dispensers next to a coin operated newspaper rack. He didn’t look the part. He decided to keep walking with ‘prison eyes’ head up, not avoiding anyone’s gaze, but not looking at anyone directly in the eye either.
Sarina moved off the sidewalk and back toward the condo entrance to grab her bags after hailing a cab. Amin breathed a sigh of relief, glancing at the cab casually in an effort to remember the number. As he turned his head, he found himself on a collision course with a tall, blonde woman sporting a noticeable limp. He quickly stopped to let her by as she moved toward the cab. He saw her cut her eyes his way in what looked to be a not so subtle ‘What you fuckin’ looking at?’  
Shit, shit, shit, he thought to himself, quickly averting his gaze from Beth. Don’t do anything stupid! After running through a boatload of scenarios in 20 milliseconds, he opted for his super thug persona, gave her his best Mike Tyson impression. “Th’scuse me,” he said, stepping aside and kept his pace steady. He resisted the urge to turn around and see if she was staring at him, his hearing hypersensitive, listening for the sound of footfalls coming after him, readying himself to haul ass and start weaving at the slightest sound. Luckily there was none of that and he quickly turned down the first street he came upon - a parking garage alley on the side of the condo - quickly ducking behind a concrete pillar in the event Beth was following him. 
He stood barely breathing for a few minutes before poking his head around the column to see if she was there. Nothing. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and called Quan.
“You’re not going to believe this. I literally just ran into Beth.”
“Beth who?" Quan asked, confused.
“How many Beths do you know dumbass? Beth! Queen of the Damned. Jack’s old girlfriend who tried to kill me! It was her, no question! She’s with the chick from the weed factory ... Sarina what’s-her-name. The one that helped Beth get away!
“No way," Quan replied casually.
“Fuck you and your no way. I’m telling you that crazy bitch is here right around the corner.”
 “What are they doing?” Quan asked in his child-like way.
“Getting into a cab," Amin quickly gathered his wits about him. 
“I got the cab number. It’s NV35T. It’s a Yellow Cab," he blurted out. “Can you track it?”
He could hear Quan on the other end mouthing the number to himself again and clicking the keys on his keyboard. “Ugh, maybe. Are they still there or have they left already?" Quan said.
“No clue!" Amin said excitedly. “I’m too scared to look.”
“Dude, you have to. Go find out!”
“Aw man,” Amin whined. He snuck to the edge of the building and looked down the street toward the entrance, just in time to see Sarina Green jump in the cab after Beth. The cab drove away quickly, giving Amin no time to duck out of sight. He put his head down at the last minute trying to avoid Sarina’s gaze as the cab drove by.
“They just left. Go do your thing. Call me back if you think you can track them. I’ll try to get a car,” Amin said. He ran the remaining three blocks back to his father’s church, entering through the side door letting it slam behind him. He almost ran past his father who was speaking with one of the regular church ladies. Amin quickly apologized for interrupting and asked to borrow the car. His father gave him a WTF look - edited for church - tossed Amin the keys, and got back to the business of ministering without any additional drama.
“Were you able to track them?” Amin shouted at Quan on the phone, running a yellow light trying to get back to where he last saw Beth and Sarina.
“I can’t track them," Quan said.
“Don’t fuck with me now. Come on, we’re going to lose them.”
“I’m not ‘F’ing’ with you,” Quan still had too much Jesus left in his system to repeat the “F” word. “I literally don’t have time to try and hack a cab company and most cabs are so old they don’t have GPS or LoJack. Drivers just use their cell phones. But I got you something better,” Quan said.
Amin was starting to slump in his seat before he heard what sounded like hope.
“Tell me," Amin replied.
“I did it old school. I called the dispatcher, told him I left my wallet in the cab and I had to have it back within twenty minutes … that I could meet the cab driver wherever he was going.”
“Where are they going?” Amin interrupted.
“The airport,” Quan replied.
“Shit. That’s no help. Atlanta airport’s only one of the biggest in the world." Amin could feel the last bit of hope slipping through his hands.
“I may have a way. I gave the dispatcher your number. When he calls, just find out what terminal he dropped them off at,” Quan suggested.
“How the hell am I supposed to do that?”
“You’ll figure it out. If you can do it, then I think I can get into the airport’s closed circuit tv. I trap-door’d it about eighteen months ago for the project we did with Aerojet.”
Amin felt his heart racing as he pushed his father’s Chrysler faster than it had ever been driven. He and Quan had been sitting on their asses for two months with nothing to do and now he spotted Beth! This was big!
Amoin was on the interstate near the airport exit when his phone rang. The cab driver quickly told him he’d performed a quick search of the cab and hadn’t found a wallet. Amin quickly fabricated a story, telling the the driver the dispatcher had it wrong. That his girlfriend accidentally packed his wallet and he’d just driven them to the airport to find them. He described Beth and Sarina in detail as well as where he’d picked them up and told him their phones were off and couldn’t reach them. Amin quickly asked what terminal he had dropped them off at so he could have them paged over the intercom. Apparently he sounded believable.
“Terminal B," the cab driver said.
He quickly called Quan with the information.
“Ok, give me a few minutes. Let me see what I can do and I’ll call you back,” Quan said.
Amin pulled into short term parking and waited for Quan’s call. After fifteen minutes he grew impatient and walked into the terminal. It looked like someone had kicked over an ant hill, there were so many people. He stared at the mass of humanity all moving quickly trying to catch their flights and realized how futile it was to think he could spot them in a crowded airport. He couldn’t follow them if he actually spotted them anyway. He didn’t have a ticket to get past security. His phone rang and he quickly picked up Quan’s call.
“Anything?” Amin asked.
“What were they wearing?” Quan asked quickly.
Amin thought hard. 
“Beth had a long blue wool coat on and jeans. Sarina had a black running outfit on." The line was quiet for two minutes. Amin could hear Quan tapping the computer keyboard and breathing heavily in the background. 
“Found them!" Quan said triumphantly. “They just finished going through security.”
“No shit?" Amin asked, genuinely surprised.
“Yep," Quan replied. “Hang on. I’ll try to figure out how to follow them to their gate.”
“You’re a friggin’ genius, you pale, white motherfucker!” Amin said, unable to contain himself.
Ten minutes later, the excitement had worn off. 
“They’re ordering at the food court. Looks like Chick-fil-a. I think Beth’s going to get a salad," Quan said.
Amin’s eyes rolled uncontrollably in their sockets. “For the love of God! I don’t care if they get chicken or a salad! Where are they?” He asked.
“They’re sitting down eating. Sorry,” Quan stuttered, "Beth didn’t get a salad, she got the chicken,” he continued, oblivious to the fact that what they were eating was irrelevant. 
“I'm kicking your pasty, white ass next time I see you. Call me when they move,” Amin said. 
Amin sat in the food court just outside of the security check in and sipped a beer. The phone finally rang and Quan sounded as if he was having an aneurysm. 
“I followed them to the gate, but the camera angle sucked. I couldn’t get anything. I tried every camera and couldn’t see the destination. I’m sorry man, " Quan  said, speaking rapidly.
“Hold on," Amin said, as he put his beer down and stared at the huge departure and arrival board twenty feet away. “What gate did you follow them to?”
“D-18," Quan replied.
Amin quickly scanned the board. There were hundreds of flights, but within a minute he’d found it. “They’re going to New York. LaGuardia. Call Jack and Luke!”

Chapter 11
Service Dog
The sky was a crystalline shade of blue, the kind that makes your eyes hurt and makes you happy to be human. Jack and Luke were indeed happy to be human as they stood on the tarmac eyeing their Citation jet and petting Bosco, who was happy to be going on a road trip with them.
Their meeting with Shiv had been intense. He always used to use that word after a good meditation session, however, it had new meaning now. Something about sitting with him, telling someone the whole truth and not having them question them - hell, not having him even look surprised - was a weight off their shoulders and improved their disposition immensely. 
Shiv was nuts, crazy, you name it - but he was also right - all the fucking time. Sure, they’d heard it all before, meditate, meditate, meditate. However, now as they stood waiting to board their plane, completely out of each others head for the moment, they appreciated his crazy, sarong wearing ass even more. Something had clicked ... fell into place rather, after their session. They were still barging in on each others thoughts occasionally, however, they felt there was at least - with a little work - a way to control their connection and not be Siamese twins connected by their thoughts all the time.
Luke broke the silence. “On a scale of one to ten, how pissed is mom going to be we split?” he asked.
“I told Dad," Jack replied.
“That’s a non-answer., Luke said casually, tying his hair in a bun.
“It’s Mom. She’ll flip out and be OK. Same old stuff. Plus Dad totally agreed we needed to get the fuck out and enjoy ourselves," Jack said.
“Dad’s gonna get his ass kicked, but I’m willing to live with that," Luke smiled, cocking his eyebrow at his brother. 
 “I’m a little surprised you agreed to go, but gotta admit, big brother, I’m glad you did! I’m thinking we need to blow off some steam," Luke finished.
Jack put up his hands in protest. “Whoa big boy. This is a trip for me to relax. I don’t want to end up throwing up somewhere, drunk as shit from trying to keep up with you. I’m chilling out. Got it?” Jack said.
“Oh yeah, got it," Luke said with a smirk.
Ten minutes later they boarded the jet and were putting their duffel bags up when Jack’s phone rang.
“It’s Rhodes," Jack thought to Luke.
“Don’t fucking answer. He’s been dark for a month and now he calls when we’ve got plans?" Luke replied in thought.
Jack rolled his eyes at his brother and answered the phone. He sat and listened for a moment.
 “Baltimore?" Jack finally asked, as he waved off Luke to keep him from interrupting. “Timing’s not good. We’re on our way to the Bahamas. You actually just caught us during pre-flight check.”
Jack listened intently to Rhodes on the other end of the phone, nodding and shaking his head, Luke in the background repeating the mantra, “Fuck him, Om. Fuck him, Om.”
After five minutes Jack shrugged and said “Ok,” then hung up the phone.
Luke plopped down in the heavily padded seat and blew out a deep breath. 
“So what? How did you fuck it up? What did you say ‘Yes’ to that's gonna ruin my perfectly planned weekend?” Luke asked.
“Said he needs to talk ... ” 
Luke cut him off. “All of a sudden he needs to talk? Where the hell has he been anyway? We put everything on hold, came down here from Vegas and have been staying with our parents like a couple of fifth graders, putting up our employees in our condo because he told us to lay low ... then he disappears!" Luke ran out of breath from his tirade.
“Calm down. He said there’s been a development. Said he couldn’t talk on an unsecured line, but it was important. It sounded real. I told him we’d come over tomorrow,” Jack replied.
Luke looked deflated. He’d worked hard to get Jack to even say ‘Yes’ to the Bahamas excursion, and now his plan of a week long chill session was. Getting Jack out of Florida for a while was the only way he knew to get him out of his funk and have a little fun. It figured Rhodes would crawl out of the woodwork to put a stick in his spokes at the last minute. 
“Whatever. At least let’s have a little fun today, right?" Luke raised his eyebrows at his brother.
“Fine. Yeah, a little fun for sure," Jack said, smiling.
Luke’s phone rang. The caller ID displayed Quan’s number and he weighed his options of not answering. He finally gave in.
Jack could hear Quan on the other end of the phone, talking louder and faster than normal and saw Luke’s eyes widen as Quan told him about spotting Beth and Sarina. Luke finally cut him off. 
“Great job. I mean it. Call Amin and get your asses to Baltimore by noon tomorrow. Rhodes called and we’re going to meet him there. This ought to be interesting,” Luke said.
Luke hung up as the plane accelerated down the runway. He looked at his brother and shook his head. “You’re not going to believe this shit!" he shouted over the engine noise.
__________
Rhodes sat in the back of the beat-assed Jeep headed back to the airport, pissed off and staring out the window. He’d just finished his call with Jack and gotten him and his brother to agree to meet in Baltimore the next day. His Atlanta operation had turned into a spectacular fuck up based on his miscalculation of Beth Colby and he needed to read them in on what had happened to Gomes. If everything he suspected was true - and now he felt more sure of it than ever - the Glasser brothers would be squarely in the Organization’s sites, or at least Beth Colby’s. This time it would likely be more than just a shakedown for some silly-assed financial algorithm. 
His satellite phone rang and he answered quickly, asking his secretary to repeat several phrases as he jotted down the encoded message from Sarina Green. It took him a few moments to decipher it.
“We’ve got an unplanned stop,” Rhodes told his driver.
“Where to?”
“We need to get to Buckhead. Peachtree Villas ... it’s a condo tower. We need to pick up a message,” Rhodes said.
Twenty minutes later they were parked in the garage. The same one Amin had hidden in a few hours before. 
“You know where it is, right?" Rhodes asked again. “It’s under the bedroom dresser," he repeated.
Both of his agents nodded, got out of the car and made their way to the apartment Beth and Sarina had been living. Rhodes eyeballed them as they got into the elevator, looking like two surf bums that were visiting their parents to hit them up for rent money.
Fifteen minutes later they were back in the car and Rhodes was staring intently at the small, creased slip of paper, slowly deciphering it. “Motherfucker," he whispered to himself.
“Sir?” the driver asked.
“After you drop me off back at the airport, I need both of you to go to New York. Now! I’ll have instructions for you when you land and will meet you tonight. TheCEO of a major corporation is about to have a life changing experience.”
__________
“What the hell are we doing here?” Jack asked as their driver pulled into a long driveway that dead-ended in front of a huge Bermuda styled mansion. “I thought we were going to the resort.”
“Dude, this is a lot nicer than the resort," Luke said, smiling. “Even better because it’s free.”
“Nothing is free,” Jack replied flatly, knowing his brother’s penchant for spending money.
“Let’s just say my unique talents around ‘games of chance’ are occasionally useful.”
“Can you put a finer point on that?" Jack asked, even more skeptical.
“I played cards here three months ago. High stakes with the owner and a few of his friends that ... " Luke switched into a British accent. “Hmm, let me try to say this without being uncouth. Dear brother, dare I suggest they were in league together attempting to cheat yours truly." He cut the fake accent. “Needless to say I fucked ‘em up. I made it hurt. I took their money and when they ran low, I suggested loaning the house to me if I won. I won of course, and as a result, kicked the cock-sucker out of his own digs. I’ve got the run of his place for eighteen months. That’s why I’ve been trying to get you here. More importantly I want to fuck some of his shit up. We need to party!”
Jack just shook his head, dropped his bags at the front door and looked around at the grounds. From the large, elaborate front stoop he had views of the golf course, spectacular foliage covered trellises along with a sea of orchids that would take an army of gardeners to maintain. 
“Holy shit," Jack whispered. Bosco was impressed as well and pissed in the flowerbed.
“Dude, this is nothing. Wait till you see the back. You’re gonna freak!” Luke said, like an excited schoolboy.
They were met at the door by a thin, older white man, wearing a casual but nice white linen suit. He introduced himself as the caretaker and took their bags to their rooms, while they enjoyed coconut water by the pool. A spectacular view of the light blue Caribbean was framed by a mass of coconut trees near the beach. It was truly amazing. 
Jack nodded at Luke while relaxing in his lounger and tipped his glass. “Well done, brother.”
Bosco was enjoying himself as well. At nearly eleven years old, he still had the energy of a puppy, swimming a few laps in the pool and chasing a tennis ball the boys would throw occasionally. There was a bit of a stir when Bosco took a massive dump on the ninth green. A couple of pissed off golfers made an attempt to shoo him away with a few golf balls, however, that didn’t work out well for them. After a couple of balls landed a little too close, Luke flashed Bosco a picture that seemed to resonate with him, inspiring the dog to tear out after the golfers like he was rabid. The golfers jumped in their cart and hauled ass with Bosco finally giving up chase near the fourteenth hole. He came plodding back tired and happy.
Dinner was fabulous. The cook created a masterpiece of lamb medallions, sweet potato puree and asparagus. They usually didn’t drink, but opened a bottle of wine anyway and slugged it down like neanderthals knowing it was the most expensive bottle in the cellar. Luke took a selfie with the wine bottle pressed against his face and sent it to the owner, who immediately replied with a selfie giving Luke the ‘finger.’
After dinner, Luke made an abrupt proclamation. “I’ve got a plan," he said wiping the key lime pie off the side of his face.
“This ought to be interesting,” Jack replied suspiciously.
They switched to ‘silent’ mode, using their psychic abilities to avoid being overheard by the staff.
“We need to visit the casino," Luke continued.
“I figured as much. Look, I came here for some rest and relaxation. I don’t gamble and I’m not really into watching you either. No fun.” Jack replied.
“I wasn’t really thinking I’d gamble with you as much as I’d gamble ‘Through’ you," Luke grinned.
Jack rolled his eyes and shook his head. “NFW.”
“Stop. Just hear me out, big brother. We’re only here for one night and let’s be honest, being holed up in Miami and with the parents over the last few months hasn’t actually made us any money. We’ve got a serious burn rate, we haven’t taken on any new jobs, you haven’t been investing and I haven’t been doing my thing either. We’re hemorrhaging cash. We could kill two birds with one stone by winning a little money to catch us up and put our skills to the test and see if we can take it up a notch.” Luke said.
Jack looked at his brother skeptically. He knew he was mostly full of shit, but admired the fact he was speaking to his concerns instead of just trying to overpower him with his massive personality. 
Luke was right, they hadn’t brought in any money since the Greenleaf fiasco and they still had the houses office and the associated bullshit expenses to pay as well as payroll for Quan and Amin. Cash in the bank was low, but they did have investments. But when you don’t grow up wealthy, there’s always the nagging fear - permanently stapled to the back of your mind - something could happen and it could all be taken away in an instant. The only sure things they had now, were heads crammed full of obscure facts, and unique abilities that allowed him and Luke to make money. The thought of recharging their bank accounts proved too enticing for Jack to turn down.
“Fine," Jack finally relented. “What do you have in mind.”
“I’ll tell you ... better yet, I’ll show you," Luke replied, quickly running up to his bedroom. He came down a few minutes later with what looked to be some sort of vest in a neon yellow.
“What the hell is that?" Jack asked.
Luke unfolded it to show the words printed on the side. It simply said “Service Dog." 
Jack couldn’t help but smile. “There’s really no bottom to how low you’ll stoop, is there?”
“Nope," Luke grinned. “This is be so much fucking fun!" He said getting up from the table and shaking his brother by the shoulders. 
 
At nine P.M. they pulled in front of the Atlantis casino. Luke put the vest on Bosco and attached a leash. He put a picture into the dog’s mind ... him following Jack around standing close by his side at a poker table. He could tell Bosco understood when he wagged his tail and licked him.
“You ready to do this?" Jack asked.
“Yes, I am. However, there’s just one little thing I may have forgotten to mention,” he said as they got out of the large SUV the caretaker had driven them in. “I can’t go in there.”
“What are you talking about? Of course you’re going in there with me," Jack shot back.
“I’m not really on good terms with the casino manager. He was one of the guys at the poker game involving the house we’re staying in. He didn’t do so well either. He said something like ‘You’d better not ever show your fucking face around my casino’ or something like that. He was a little upset at the time, but I didn’t get the feeling he forgets things easily," Luke shrugged his shoulders.
“Screw it, I’m going home. We shouldn’t even be here with Sarina and Beth being spotted," Jack shot back.
Luke grabbed him by the arm and reminded him of the money situation and tried to calm him down. “Seriously, you’ve got this. We’ll tell Rhodes about Sarina and Beth ... no worries. He’ll take care of it," Luke patted down his brother’s lapels. “Here," he said, handing Jack a small laminated card.
“What’s this?" Jack asked.
“Bosco’s registration as a service dog.”
“Dude, it’s obvious I’m not blind. What the hell is he supposed to be doing for me?”
“Post traumatic stress," Luke said, matter of factly.
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
“No, I’m serious. Post traumatic stress is an actual thing,” Luke said, with a big stupid grin.
“I know PTSD is a thing dumbass. I’ve probably got it. But how is a dog supposed to help me with that?” Jack asked, seriously annoyed.
“No fuckin’ clue," Luke said putting the card in Jack’s shirt pocket. “All I know it’s one of the approved use cases for having a service dog in the casino.”
“This sucks," Jack sighed. “What am I supposed to do?”
“First, just go grab some chips at the window. I’m thinking a hundred thousand should do it ... " 
Jack interrupted. “A hundred thousand? Jeez man, I thought the idea was not to burn through any more money!”
“Relax. You have to show you’re serious. You can’t just walk into the high stakes room with a dog and a couple of hundred bucks. They’ve got to smell blood in the water. Also, you’re going to have to lose a little too.”
Jack shook his head in disbelief.
“Don’t worry, lose a little then we’ll win a lot. It’ll be a beautiful thing. I promise. I’m going to go over to the restaurant bar, watch a couple of games and toss back a few club sodas. I’ll be right there with you. It’ll be great, I promise,” Luke said, confident as always.
When Luke said “I promise” more than once in the same sitting, it normally meant trouble. However, Jack’s world had been turned upside down over the last several months and though he couldn’t really explain it, and wasn’t ready to admit it himself, he was ready for a walk on the wild side. The session with Shiv had done more than just help him and Luke control their connection, the anxiety that had been his companion for fifteen years had begun to subside. So much so he hadn’t even thought about weed all day. This would be good ... anything to shake things up a bit and get the last few months off of his frontal lobe couldn’t hurt.
“It’s the room on the right. On the second floor after you get off the elevator" Luke said through his psychic connection.
Luke took a seat at one of the resort’s bars, the one with TV’s everywhere and every kind of sport imaginable being played. He could occasionally hear the groans or cheers of some of the patrons who no doubt had money riding on the outcome of the games. He settled in and connected with Bosco, feeling the sudden jolt of being “Wired into” his dog and seeing the familiar split screen in his field of vision. With his right eye he could see what Bosco saw, with his left eye, he saw his own surroundings. He quickly adjusted knowing he’d need to sit still for a while. Trying to do too much while attached to Bosco’s senses was hard and made him nauseous.
Five minutes later, Luke had placed an order for a club soda, focused more on his Bosco-senses and started talking to Jack. “How much money is on the table?" Luke quickly asked. Connected to Bosco, he saw Jack had taken a seat.
Jack looked around the table. There were six other players, all dressed in formal attire. He was dressed more casually in khaki linen pants, light blue shirt and navy jacket. He saw the room manager’s face morph from disdain - at seeing the way he was dressed - to approval upon seeing the stack of chips he was holding in his hand, and introduced Jack quickly to the rest of the table.
Of the other players, one was Chinese, two Japanese, an African American NBA player whose name escaped him and two Europeans who had the look and smell of bankers playing with someone else’s money. Probably embezzled. They were all serious players, or at least they looked the part, each with a stack of chips larger than his. 
“I’m staring at at least three quarters of a million in chips at this table," Jack quickly replied to Luke.
“That’ll work. Let the games begin." 
“Great. Now tell me what to do." Jack said.
“There’s nothing to tell you just yet. The first thing to do is start losing," Luke replied.
“What the hell?” Jack asked warily.
“Don’t worry you won’t lose long. We just need to get a little blood in the water for the sharks. Just lose a little.
“How do I do that?" Jack asked
“Dude, I’ve seen you play. You’re for shit. Just do what you normally would do and believe me, you’ll be losing before you know it. Just do yourself a favor and don’t lose any more than five thousand a hand. Bosco and I are just going to soak up the ambiance of the table for a while and see who’s actually good at this shit.” Luke replied.
Much to Luke’s dismay, Jack actually won a few hands but then started losing predictably. Luke was a human bullshit detector, taking in every subtle nuance of a player’s actions, searching for and finding the most skillfully hidden “Tell” of each player. Normally within thirty minutes he would have sized up every player and would have systematically begun to drain their bank accounts quicker than a Wall Street lawyer. 
However, being wired into Bosco cut the learning curve down to a few minutes as he used the dog’s heightened sense of hearing and smell to his advantage. He could tell instantly the Europeans were imposters. Their heart rates fluttered up and down with the quality of each hand. They were just waiting to lose their money. The NBA player was better and had no visible tell, but would sweat slightly when he thought he had a winning hand. The Chinese guy was good, but predictable and the only serious player was the older of the Japanese men. He would have been a hard nut to crack if not for Bosco.
The game started slowly and drug on. Luke would occasionally cut in on Jack and bullshit with him, however, Jack was taking this seriously and didn’t want his help in losing. Luke could tell he was trying to win ... trying to figure it out on the fly. T
hirty minutes later, Luke was bored shit and disconnected from Bosco. He looked up to see the waitress delivering him a bourbon, neat. “I’m sorry, I didn’t order that," he said.
“It’s from the lady at the bar," the waitress said, pointing to a stunning brunette at the end of the bar, practically hidden from view, her deeply tanned skin blending into the wood panelling behind her. 
Luke smiled and waved her over. She was a beautiful German girl in her mid twenties with iridescent green eyes and a bubbly personality. It didn’t take long for him to sort through his mental file cabinet and dust off the linguistic skills Quan had poured into his head. Jack had a thing for math and remembering details. Luke on the other hand could not only read people, but had a much better command of his language skills, fluent in at least thirteen different languages with a strong sense of regional colloquialisms. When he began to speak to her in her native language, it didn’t take any enhanced body reading skills to see she was putty in his hand and would have a hard time saying “No” to anything he suggested.
She placed her hand on his thigh and fluttered her eyes at him. He tried hard to concentrate on the fact he was there for a reason, not just a piece of ass. He barged in on Jack one more time to see where he was. Jack let him know he had everything under control. Luke looked at his watch. It had been forty five minutes. He looked back at his new girlfriend and figured, What the hell? What’s another thirty minutes? Luke thought.
Luke pondered the rationale of a casino having a private ‘family’ bathroom off the casino floor. What kind of parents would bring their kids to a casino in the first place?’ he asked himself as he grabbed onto the infant changing table, his pants around his ankles, and his new best friend’s skirt hiked up around her armpits. It had been a month since he’d last had sex - and depending on how she viewed things - she was either the beneficiary of his abstinence or was starting to feel like a hooker at a Shriner’s convention. He figured it must be the former as she screamed and yelled in her native tongue - like she was actually enjoying it - sweat beginning to stain his shirt. God I love the Bahamas!
He was beginning to move past the sexual salad course into the main entree and dessert round when Jack suddenly barged in on him, freaking out. “I’m down to ten grand!" He screamed in Luke’s head.
“What the fuuu …?” was all Luke could manage, his German friend pulling his hair, her tongue halfway down his throat.
“I’m in deep shit man. Whatever it is you need to do, you’ve got to do it now. This Japanese son of a bitch is picking my pocket!” Jack screamed.
Luke was starting to freak, however, his sense of panic hadn’t make it down to his cock ... it was on autopilot and in no rush to call it a night. He quickly tried to connect with Bosco, however, the picture he sent the dog wasn’t what he wanted. With his hearing wired into the dog’s, he heard a lady scream and Jack yelling into his skull.
“Bosco’s humping the waitress! Make him stop, Goddammit!” Jack yelled into Luke’s head.
Luke quickly ‘pulled out’ of his lady friend, a dumb look on his face. He was dazed and confused, just seconds away from a world class climax. He stood there with an erection that could cut diamonds, pants still around his ankles searching for something to say.
“What’s wrong?" She asked, confused and out of breath. Sweaty hair hanging in her face.
Luke searched for something to say that would make sense, instead he blurted out. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this. I just remembered I’m married!”
The German girl wadded up her fist and hit him, sending him backwards in to the wall.
“Why the hell did I say that?” he muttered to himself as he sat on the floor for a moment, trying to regain his composure. His dick was still pointing north and his eye stung. He heard the door slam behind the German girl as she left the bathroom. What the fuck happened to slapping? He rubbed his eye where she’d punched him with a truly impressive right hook.
He pulled his pants up and walked to the mirror. “Jack ... what’s going on?" 
“I’m down to my last three grand, you asshole. That’s what’s going on.” Jack shot back.
Luke quickly locked the bathroom door so he wouldn’t be disturbed and reconnected with Bosco. He was right, the Japanese guy was a player. He had cut through the table like a samurai swinging a big fucking sword. He had lulled everyone into a false sense of security then began to do what he’d come to do ... leave with all of the money. He was a player no doubt. They were lucky Bosco hadn’t been tossed for dry humping the waitresses leg. Fortunately no drinks had been spilled and Bosco had called off his quest almost as soon as it started, Jack getting nothing more than a stern warning from the room manager.
It took two hands of five card stud for Luke to dial into what the man was doing. Within thirty minutes, Jack had fifty thousand back. Luke situated himself on the toilet and began to work the room in earnest, using Bosco’s senses to determine who was for real and who was bluffing. After an hour he could see the stack of chips in front of Jack had swelled to an impressive amount.
“We’ve got to get out of here," Luke said to Jack.
“No way. This is awesome! We can’t leave now,” Jack replied.
“If you win any more, you’re going to end up getting the shit kicked out of you. The NBA player is about to fucking crack, and if he doesn’t do you in, the Japanese fucker is going to gut you!” Luke said.
Jack wasn’t listening and was purposefully ignoring him. Luke got up from the toilet and tried his best to straighten his hair and tidy up. 
“Oh yeah? This’ll teach you to ignore me!” Luke thought, as he shot Bosco a picture inspired by his encounter with the German girl. He heard the commotion loud and clear with Bosco’s hearing as he cut the connection and walked out of the bathroom. 
 
Twenty minutes later he met Jack in the parking lot and climbed into the suv.
“Couldn’t  help yourself. Could you?" Jack cut his eyes at his brother, as if speaking to a third grader.
“I told you we needed to leave," Luke replied, trying to stifle a smile.
“I’m in the same boat you are now. I’m not allowed back in the casino ... at least not with the dog," Jack said.
“So he did a number on them, huh?" Luke grinning, referring to Bosco who sat happily between them, tongue out and panting.
“It was frigging mayhem. I would have never imagined one horny dog could do all that." Jack stared at Bosco who was still panting but otherwise thrilled with his performance. “He jumped on the waitresses leg like a frat boy on a drunk sorority girl. Drinks flew everywhere. The manager came over and the Boz started on him too. Everybody was up out of their chairs. The two dudes from Brussels were squealing and dabbing at their suits trying to get out of the way, while the NBA player was beating the shit out of the four foot Chinaman who supposedly snuck a few chips out of the guy’s pile. Security had to tackle the NBA player and ushered everyone out," Jack said, laughing. “It was the funniest shit I’ve ever seen!”
Luke couldn’t help himself, he was hysterical too. After a few minutes their sides stopped hurting he finally asked, “So, how’d we do?”
Jack slipped the cashier’s check out of his pocket and handed it to Luke. Luke stared at it for a few seconds then smiled at his brother. He went telepathic so the driver wouldn’t hear. “Four hundred and twenty eight thousand bucks! 
Luke raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Not bad, big brother. Not bad!”
 
Sleep came easy for Luke and Jack, both stretched out in king sized beds at opposite ends of the house, Bosco curled up on the end of Luke’s bed. Within two hours of sleep, the fleeting victory of taking Jack’s mind off of things had vanished as he was once again pulled into Jack’s dream, running down the catwalk in Greenleaf’s grow facility desperately searching for Magnus and the trigger for the explosives. 
This was a different dream though ... Something Jack hadn't dreamed of before. As Luke sat parked in his brother’s head, inside his Jack’s dream, he heard the sound of Sarina Green walking down the corridor with two guards and the unmistakable look she’d shot Jack while making eye contact. The dream fast forwarded suddenly as he saw Sarina Green hanging from the side of the helicopter making her exit from Greenleaf after tossing a wounded Beth into the chopper. He saw her raise her gun, point it at Bosco as he ran toward them, only to raise it up and purposely miss. Mercifully the dream faded and Jack fell into a deep sleep, leaving Luke to question everything he thought he’d known about that night.

Chapter 12
Tired Looking Strip Mall
The next morning at eight a.m., Jack and Luke stumbled up the stairs to their jet, while Don, their pilot, looked at them like a parent who was slightly disappointed with his kids. “Don’t say anything," Luke said, cutting his eyes at Don and flopped into his seat. 
Don just raised his eyebrows the way he always did. He was ex Navy and had flown stealth bombers in the first Gulf War. They had never seen him look remotely stressed or overly excited. He was a complete ‘flatliner,’ never too high and never too low. After getting shot at going mach two over the desert, they figured It would take a neutron bomb to freak him out or wipe away his subtle grin.
“Wouldn’t think of it sir," Don replied. “I’ve activated our flight plan to Baltimore. Is that still our destination?" he asked, knowing they were prone to changing plans at the last minute.
“Yeah. Still Baltimore," Jack shot back.
“CoPilot?" Don asked Luke who had been logging hours for his pilot’s license. 
“Nah. Thanks. I didn’t sleep well last night.”
Don nodded and began the pre-flight check, while the boys got Bosco situated and stowed their gear. Luke was twisted in knots. He didn’t sleep for shit and though he’d normally be euphoric about winning money from their gambling excursion, he was still conflicted about Jack’s dream. He put it aside for the moment knowing that trying to think his way through it would be pointless. Whatever was gnawing at the edges of his mind would eventually come out, he just hoped it would be sooner than later. He turned on his phone and called Quan.
“You on your way?" Luke asked.
“What do you mean?" Quan replied.
“To Baltimore, dammit!” Luke shouted.
“Oh yeah, that. We’re at the airport now just waiting for our flight.”
Luke felt himself shake with annoyance as he bit his tongue, trying not to go ape shit on his employee. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out if Quan was selectively stupid or an idiot savant. Aspergers was a bitch.
“We’re about to split too. Why don’t you and Amin grab a room somewhere, preferably close to the airport. Get a suite for all of us,” Luke said.
He heard Amin say something and grab the phone from Quan. “Where are you supposed to meet Rhodes?" Amin asked.
“No clue. He’s being all cloak and dagger. Has us flying into Frederick airport,” Luke replied.
“Are you going to tell him about Beth and Sarina?” Amin asked.
“Probably.”
“Why so far? Is that where you’re meeting him? Amin continued.
Luke shook his head and breathed out theatrically. “Don’t keep asking me the same shit. I don’t know. Just get a room near the airport and we’ll call you when we know what gives." 
Luke hung up as Don started taxiing the jet, knowingAmin of all people hated ambiguity and he would probably end up beating Quan senseless just for the fuck of it. Luke smiled at the thought. 
It would take a little over two hours to get to Baltimore. He needed to sleep, so he reclined his chair, flipped out his footrest and shut the window blinds. Jack had already done the same thing a few minutes earlier and from the sound of his snoring was completely out of it. Luke was asleep within a few minutes.
As soon as he nodded off, Luke was pulled into Jack’s dream yet again. Whatever had been going on with Jack, whether it was depression over Beth or the trauma of the Greenleaf episode, Jack’s dreams were so intense Luke couldn’t fight it or recognize what was happening while he was sleeping. It was almost as if his mind couldn’t tell the difference between his dreams or Jacks.
Though Jack had told him about the events at Greenleaf prior to his rescue, Luke was now getting a first person reenactment thanks to his dreams. He felt the odd comfort of the chair in Magnus Johnson’s office and the throbbing pain of his temple where Jack had been hit by one of the guards. For the first time, he got a chance to listen to Magnus drone on about the biological plan he’d developed for the weed farm and how Jack had fucked it up. Within minutes Luke had developed the same loathing of Magnus’ pompous ass as Jack had. When he saw Sarina Green come into the room, a shiver crawled up his spine. He watched her as she sat on the edge of Magnus’ desk, like a cat playing with a mouse. He sensed Jack’s confusion and anger, being taken in by a good looking woman in a running suit, only to discover once again he’d picked the wrong girl to trust. 
He felt Jack being prodded with a gun in his back as he was ushered down a long corridor by Sarina Green and Magnus, attached to his brother’s thoughts so closely he could scarcely differentiate his own interpretation of the dream from Jack’s. He saw Sarina Green come in close to him after Magnus had opened the massive vault door to his temporary prison and whispered to him, “Whatever you do, don’t go rummaging around the shelves." He then felt the excruciating pain of her knee to his groin.
The dream quickly fast-forwarded to the catwalk that snaked its way above the Greenleaf grow facility where they had stopped, quietly waiting for Sarina to pass as she walked down the corridor with the two guards. Again, he heard her tell the guards she’d meet them in front of the building in several minutes. Through Jack’s eyes Luke saw  the episode unfold, himself ducking below the rail with Jack’s eyes locking on hers. Sarina held his stare for a moment, then continued walking with the others. 
The dream ended abruptly as Jack shifted positions in his seat, causing Luke to wake up. He rubbed his eyes and sat upright in his seat, replaying his brother’s dream in his mind trying to scratch the itch in his brain that just wouldn’t go away.
He still couldn’t put his finger on it and quickly turned his thoughts on the odds of Amin seeing Beth and Sarina in Atlanta. He wasn’t as gifted in math as Jack, but figured the odds were in the one-in-a-few-billion something like that would occur. Beth and Sarina? Goddamn, Jack sure could pick ‘em. 
His mind drifted back to sitting on the hood of the SUV with in the middle of Canadian farmland staring at the darkness, hopelessly waiting for something to happen ... something that would lead them to Jack and Quan. They’d been lucky. Someone had opened the door to the Greenleaf vault just long enough for Jack’s text message to leak out.
“Goddammit!" Luke screamed, startling the dog and waking up Jack.
“What the hell?" Jack shot up in his seat.
“Don’t you get it?" Luke asked excitedly.
“Get what? What are you talking about?”
“Your dream, dumbass. It’s been right there the whole time!” Luke continued.
“Dude, I have no clue what you’re even talking about,” Jack yawned.
“Do you not remember the dream you’ve been having the last couple of days?” Luke asked.
Jack shook his head. “I don’t remember any dream.”
Luke couldn’t hide his annoyance. “Dammit man, you were just in it. Hell you pulled me into it. The dream where you replay what happened at Greenleaf ... with Sarina Green," he could tell Jack still wasn’t following him.
“Ok, try to remember. What did Sarina tell you when she put you into the Greenleaf weed vault?”
“I don’t know. I just remember being pissed off then she put her knee in my nuts," Jack replied.
“I was there. In your dream. She told you not to rummage around the shelves.”
“Yeah, maybe. I guess. Shit, I don’t know,” Jack stammered.
“I know. I heard her tell you. So what did you do after you got up or woke up?”
“I found my phone, I think,” Jack said, confused.
“Do you really not get it? To be so fucking smart, you’re not putting any of this together. She was basically telling you where your phone was, dumbass! You were also back on the catwalk in your dream. Sarina all but told us where she was going when she was talking to the guards. She also looked up in our direction ... I ducked but you didn’t. She totally fucking saw you! Why would she have said what they were doing next if she didn’t know we were up there? She was totally feeding you information!” Luke said excitedly.
Jack was still groggy and mildly annoyed, pushing back to give himself a moment to think. “You call me dumbass one more time, and I’m going to beat the shit out of you.” Jack sat back and pondered what Luke was saying. Within a few seconds, his face lit up when it finally dawned on him. “Holy shit,” he whispered, looking up at his brother in disbelief.
“Holy shit is right. I’ll be you money she’s with Rhodes," Luke blurted out.
“Damn," Jack paused in thought. “The first time I met her, she told me she was with the Department of Agriculture. 
“And that didn’t strike you as odd, since Rhodes was also with the Department of Agriculture? Fucking seriously?” Luke asked.
“She was lying. I remember asking Rhodes about her after the debrief. He said she just made it up, that she was definitely playing on the other team.”
“But just maybe she was telling the truth," Luke cut in. “Think about this. Why was Rhodes there in the first place? How did he just show up in the middle of nowhere at the right time?" Luke asked.
“He said he’d been tipped off, but I see your point. She may have been on the inside the whole time. Maybe that’s why she’s still with Beth! Wonder what’s going on in New York?” Jack asked.
Luke looked at him more seriously. “So let’s assume she is on the inside. Just who do you think the Organization would assume was behind the Greenleaf fiasco?” Luke asked.
“Damn. They probably think it’s us. They already think I know something about their market manipulations - it’s not a stretch. You think so?” Jack asked.
“No clue, but I’ll bet we’re going to find out," Luke said.
 
They disembarked their plane and were greeted by a small diminutive woman, coke-bottle glasses, a beehive hairdo and a drab blue dress that looked like it was stolen from an Amish woman. She introduced herself as Alice, Rhodes’ personal administrator.
The boys shook her hand and followed her to a modest Japanese econobox car complete with air freshener in the shape of a pine tree and stuffed animal on the rear window deck. Obviously her own car.
“Damn, these guys really roll out the red carpet for guests," Jack shot Luke a thought.
“Is it just me, or is Alice the hottest Pilgrim you’ve ever seen?“ Luke replied.
They both stifled a laugh as they jumped in the car, Alice visibly disconcerted about having to take the dog in her car. Luke sensed it and offered a smart-ass remark. “Don’t worry Alice, he already used the bathroom on the plane,” Luke said.
She nodded her head and said “Ok,” visibly at a loss for words.
 
Alice drove about how you’d expect someone named Alice to drive. Slow and methodical, focused on the road and offering nothing in terms of conversation. They could tell they were heading east toward Baltimore, when they took the Ellicott City exit, pulling into a parking space on the very end of a tired looking strip mall. Rhodes’ office was at the very end where you’d normally find a tax return company. There were no obvious signs it was anything other than cheap digs for a company that wasn’t there for the foot traffic. There was a key card entry device on the door and shades drawn on the windows.
Alice let them in and showed them to a small waiting room complete with chairs that looked as if they’d been purchased at a restaurant auction. “Mr. Rhodes is on the phone and should be off shortly. Can I get you anything in the meantime?" Alice asked.
“An egg sandwich would be awesome,” Luke quickly responded.
“Really?" Jack shot Luke a thought.
“I want her out of here," Luke shot back.
Alice donned yet another confused expression. “Ok. Let me see what I can do," she replied. They could almost hear the gears in her head grinding as she grabbed her purse and walked down to the diner at the other end of the strip center." 
“What’s that all about?" Jack asked.
“Alice may look like a frumpy old maid, but believe me, there’s something more to her. I just wanted her out of my hair so I can think,” Luke said. 
“Think about what?”
“I dunno, just to think. You friggin’ mind? Plus I didn’t eat. I’m hungry!" Luke shot back.
Jack watched in amusement as Luke began to mentally survey the room. He was good at reading people, however, Luke didn’t have the same eye for detail as he did. In all likelihood he’d forget what he saw in thirty minutes. From their cheap seats in the waiting room, they could hear Rhodes’ mumbling on the phone in the background, suddenly giving Jack an idea.
“Hey, want to tap his phone?" Jack asked.
Luke gave him a blank, questioning look.
“You can hear him right? Listen in through Bosco and let’s find out what he’s talking about," Jack continued.
Luke’s expression changed, surprised he hadn’t thought about it himself. He nodded to his brother. As soon as he connected with Bosco, the dog began wagging his tail and became more animated. Luke shot the dog a thought, letting him know he wanted to focus on the words behind the door. He could hear Bosco selectively filtering and accentuating the sounds all around him, finally locking in on Rhodes.
“Patch me in!" Jack said.
Luke quickly did what his brother asked, becoming the link between Bosco and Jack. He heard Jack mutter something in response, something like ‘holy shit,’ still amazed at what his brother could do and what Bosco could actually hear.
“So he’s dead? And you’re sure?" they heard a voice on the other end of the phone ask Rhodes.
“Yes sir. Dead as print journalism. He wasn’t the only one. Our subject took out two of our own as well as two contractors," Rhodes replied.
“Goddammit! Did your girl have a hand in it?” the man asked.
“No. Not in that. However, she may be required to show loyalty sooner than later.”
“Nathan, can you be a little more specific? I don’t have time to parse words,” the man said.
“She’s in New York as we speak. Supposed to kill Glen Halvers, the CEO of Agri-Fuse," Rhodes said calmly.
“Holy shit, Nathan! What the hell?" There was a long pause while the person on the other end of the line collected himself. “That sounds a little extreme.”
“I told you sir, some of this shit you really don’t want to hear ... ”
The other man cut him off. “Don’t give me that plausible deniability bullshit. I was there. Remember?”
“Yes, sir. I do," Rhodes replied.
“So are you going to let her go through with it? Who the fuck is he anyway? Collateral damage?” the man asked.
“No sir. He’s a primary player. I’m not one to pass judgement, but if he was to cease to exist, I don’t think good society would miss him.”
“Good God. I can’t believe I’m having this conversation," the man said.
Again, a long pause then the man resumed. “A primary player, huh? If that’s the case then he’s the first solid lead that’s surfaced since the Canadian weed uprising," the man said, referring to the Greenleaf operation in Canada a few months prior.
“Correct sir. That’s why I’ve dispatched a team to New York. I’m leaving to meet them there after I talk to the Glasser brothers. I believe we can come up with a suitable alternative. One that won’t expose our agent and won’t require us to compromise our principles,” Rhodes said.
The man on the other end sighed and changed the subject. “Shit. I think we sodomized our principles a while ago. What about those other two knuckleheads?”
“Which ones?" Rhodes asked.
“Those two brothers. The ones you had to export from Canada. I thought you said they’d be the likely targets instead of the scientist.”
“It was a fifty fifty shot initially, but after Beth Colby showed up in Atlanta, we pulled the other detail. The scientist must’ve been a little more important to them,” Rhodes said.
“Stellar. Now what?” the man asked.
“The brothers are here now. With Gomes dead, they’re probably next and I can’t say with any confidence that using them as bait will accomplish anything at this point.”
“So what then?”
“That’s what I intend to figure out,” Rhodes said.
Jack and Luke sat dumbfounded by what they’d heard. The door to Rhodes’ office opened and he waved them in. They walked in - Bosco in tow - wagging his tail and rubbing up against Rhodes who they could tell by his expression, still wasn’t a dog person. They each took a seat in the chairs situated in front of his desk, Bosco lay down on the threadbare carpet between them.
“Sorry to keep you waiting ... " Rhodes began, interrupted by a knock on the door. 
Alice popped in quickly, apologized for the interruption and offered Luke a greasy paper bag containing his egg sandwich. Rhodes shot them an inquisitive look.”
“I was hungry,” Luke said curtly.
Rhodes shrugged it off. “As I was saying, sorry to keep you waiting and sorry to make you curtail your plans. I’m sure you boys were having fun.”
They both gave him nothing but blank stares. Luke took a bite of his sandwich.
“There’s been some news. Gene Gomes, who I’m sure you’ll remember, was found dead in Atlanta yesterday. We believe your ex-girlfriend did it," Rhodes said looking at Jack. 
They didn’t need to read each other’s mind to know what they were thinking. 
Rhodes continued, “We also have reason to believe the toxin … or rather the virus he was working on at Greenleaf may have survived.”
“Survived a fire and an explosion?” Luke asked skeptically.
“No, the material at Greenleaf and what was on the trucks was destroyed. But,” Rhodes paused, “We believe Gomes may have delivered some of it already.”
“How do you know that? Jack blurted.
Rhodes sat back in his chair. “We do have some intelligence gathering capability," not offering anything else. “I am a bit concerned about your safety though. It’s recently come to our attention with all that’s gone on, the Organization may come after you next. I’m thinking you may be a threat worth dealing with.”
Luke and Jack were screaming in each other's heads incoherently, both pissed Rhodes was keeping them in the dark feeding them half truths. It was Luke who finally broke the silence, spitting out bits of egg sandwich as he yelled at Rhodes.
“You’re fucking full of shit,” Luke shouted.
Rhodes leaned forward, obviously not used to having anyone speak to him like that. They saw the vein in his temple begin to throb as his face turned red. 
Jack picked up where Luke had started. “You’re half-truthing us to death. You used us as Goddamn bait! Then you fucked up and let Beth get away and now you’re pretending to give a shit about us! What the fuck are you playing at Rhodes?”
It was the colonel’s turn to be at a loss for words. “We, ughh ... " 
Luke cut him off. “You what? You knew they’d come after Gomes or us? You’ve known where Beth is all along? What is it you know exactly?” Luke taunted. “Let me tell you what we know, colonel. We know that Ms. Green works for you and she’s in New York with Beth as you sit here bullshitting us. Probably planning to kill the CEO of a major chemical company!" 
Jack shot Luke a quick look, both boys knew Luke had just gone a little too far and overplayed their hand.”
Rhodes snapped his finger and within seconds the door flew open, Alice moving in quickly with her pistol at the ready. Bosco shot up immediately, two feet away from Alice baring his teeth. They looked at Rhodes who was flicking of the safety of the gun he now held in his hand. “Boy’s, you need to call off your dog," he said calmly.
They looked at Alice who was now pointing her weapon at Bosco.
“What the hell are you doing?" Jack asked Rhodes. “You’re the one that brought us here, now you’re going to shoot us? What the fuck?”
“Son, what you just said, only three people in the world know, and I know for a fact they haven’t said shit. I’d advise you to start talking.”
Luke sat blankly staring, non-reactive for once as the tense words and threats swirled about him. A realization had popped into his mind in the middle of the drama unfolding all around him. He’d heard the voice on the other end of the phone before. He knew who Rhodes was talking to. The lightbulb went off as he interrupted the yelling and growling.
“The third person that knows is the President," Luke said, thinking out loud. He looked at Rhodes in the eye. “That’s who you were on the phone with!”

Chapter 13
A Very Large Diaper
After a few tense moments Jack’s diplomatic skills averted a strip mall shootout. It really wouldn’t have been much of a shootout anyway, since only Rhodes and his homely admin Alice were the only ones with guns. The outcome would have been a half eaten fried egg sandwich next to two a couple of lead-poisoned brothers. A pretty shitty last meal. 
The guns were down and Bosco was sitting upright, brown carpet fibers cushioning his ass, his large canine teeth temporarily parked behind slobbery lips. Rhodes dismissed Alice telling her he had everything covered and sat across from Jack and Luke who had returned to their seated and upright positions.
“What the hell do you mean you have ‘powers’?" Rhodes asked warily. “I’m not a big comic book, action-hero fan.”
“Do you know why they kidnapped Jack in the first place? Why Beth - the dragon lady - was assigned to him?" Luke asked.
“The stock algorithm and the virus. They needed him," Rhodes said pointing a gnarly thumb in Jack’s direction. “It was you two that told me. Leave something out?” he asked, eyes narrowing.
“There’s a bit more to it," Jack said. 
In the heat of the moment prior - when it looked inevitable Rhodes and Alice where going to shoot them, Jack and Luke had a very detailed conversation in their heads. They agreed to give Rhodes something that would explain how they had come to know more than they were supposed to know. They conveniently left out the mind reading, but decided the truth in small quantities would be about the only thing that would work. 
Jack continued. “Have you heard about what happened to us as kids? He asked.
“A coma of sorts,” Rhodes replied.
“Yeah, you could say that. We were struck by lightning and were in a coma for a little over a year. At which time, the awkward douchebag of an employee of ours, DaQuan, hooked us up to random streams of information. For over a year he did it to see if anything would happen.”
“And you’re telling me something happened?" Rhodes cut in.
Jack nodded and continued telling him the story, punctuating it with the real reason Beth and the Organization wanted him -  to know how he was able to get ahead of the action and invest large sums in member companies with impeccable but highly improbable timing.
“They’re convinced I have some mathematical formula or algorithm I’ve been using," Jack finished.
“You said that before. Are you saying there is no algorithm?” Rhodes asked.
“No. Nothing,” Jack replied.
“Then how do you do it?” Rhodes asked incredulously.
“I only wish I knew. There was certainly no insight on my part that I was somehow making moves in advance of a corporate criminal cartel. The math just made sense," Jack said.
Jack looked at Luke, going for an academy award. 
“So you’re some idiot savant with the stock market and your brother here has some unique abilities to read people - almost like a human lie detector?” Rhodes asked?
Jack cringed at the term ‘Idiot savant.’ “That’s one way to put it," Jack said sarcastically. 
Luke broke the silence that had settled in as Rhodes chewed on the story. “Our other employee, Amin, ran into Beth in Atlanta. She didn’t recognize him, but he was able to track her to the airport where he saw her going to Atlanta. Jack had seen something about Glen Halvers, the CEO of Agri-fuse, and who knows, like you said “Idiot savant” over here, just kicked in and started putting two and two together,” Luke said looking at Jack, smiling. He continued, “When you told us about Gomes, I could tell you were lying ... " 
Rhodes cleared his throat and gave him a hard look 
“ ... I mean telling us less than the whole truth,” Luke quickly corrected himself. “Jack also filled me in on bits of a dream he had about the events and it became clear Sarina Green is working for you," Luke said.
“What about the President?" Rhodes asked. “How did your “Abilities” help you come to that conclusion?”
Jack and Luke looked at each other and had a very spirited conversation telepathic conversation in front of Rhodes without him ever knowing it. Jack finally spoke up.
“No clue. It just fell into place. Occasionally even a blind hog can find a nut. Sometimes,” Luke said, immediately wondering why his Dad’s favorite southern analogy popped out. He continued, “Some of this doesn’t make any sense, granted. I don’t know how to explain it, and our employee who did this to us is clueless too. Putting all of that aside, I know we’re right. You’ve got a major operation that appears to be headed off the rails and we may be the only ones who can help. That is if you’re done using us as bait. So, what’s the President got to do with this?”
“Boys. I’ll need you to give me a little privacy for a moment," Rhodes got up to show  them the door.
They walked back out to the waiting room with Bosco behind them, taking a seat in the same shitty brown chairs as before. Both of them glanced behind them to see if Alice the mad librarian was about to drop a cap in their asses.
__________
They stood in the parking lot, incredulous as Rhodes unlocked the door to his car. Even Bosco looked at Luke and shot him the image of a steaming turd. The car made Alice’s look like a Bentley. It was a late nineties Caprice Classic, very light on the ‘classic.’ Round in all the wrong places, it was a faded metallic brown with mismatched tires but matching dents in the front and rear quarter panels. It looked like it fell out of a very large diaper. The only thing going for it was dark tinted windows. At least no one would see them in it.
“Tell me this is a joke," Luke muttered as Rhodes unlocked the doors and got in the driver’s seat.
“Nice, right?" Rhodes said. “It’s a classic. Says so on the deck lid.”
The interior made the exterior look positively mint. Bosco had difficulty settling into the rear seat due to a large chunk being taken out of it. The years of accumulated sweat and despair tenuously held at bay by a lone pine scented air freshener hung on the rear view. The air freshener needed reinforcements.
“You’re going to have to show us how to submit expense reports," Luke said, twenty minutes into the ride south toward DC.
“Why’s that?” Rhodes shot back.
“Because as soon as I get out of this shit bucket I’m getting my clothes fumigated." 
“Drop me off at a walk-in clinic. There’s more STD’s on this thing than on a Thai massage table," Jack chimed in.
Rhodes just smiled. “I realize that you boys have done pretty well, and this classic ride may not suit your tastes. But being with the Department of Agriculture, we get the hand-me-downs. This fine, high mileage vehicle, has been provided to us courtesy of a federal drug sting. It may fall short in some areas, such as interior, exterior, engine and drivetrain, however, it was free and doesn’t look out of place in front of my office.”
“The ultimate urban sleeper? So that’s what this is. You’re definitely good at turning shit into chocolate mousse," Luke muttered.
Traffic was heavy and after fifty minutes, the fumes blowing off the air freshener were giving them a headache.
“I know we’re headed toward DC, but can you fill us in a bit?" Jack asked.
“In due time," Rhodes said as he took the Walter Reed National Medical Center exit off I-495 and headed made his way to a parking garage in Bethesda. He parked the car, and grabbed their bags from the trunk just as a large black SUV pulled up behind them.
“After you,” he said, opening the rear SUV door.
The driver looked well trained, dressed in a dark suit, sunglasses and communications earwig - the cable running down the back of his jacket.
Jack and Luke were in total Vulcan-mind-meld mode at this point, chatting away silently in the back seat. Fear wasn’t registering, but the suspense was killing them. It wasn’t until they hit Dupont Circle twenty minutes later they got a strong sense of where they were going.
Their smile disappeared when they drove past the White House entrance and pulled into a nondescript office building a block away. The SUV lumbered through the parking garage. In the far corner of the garage’s basement floor, they saw  a large steel door that opened wide enough to accommodate the vehicle. The door closed quickly behind them as they entered. Once inside, they saw four parking spaces, none of which were occupied, however, there were three armed guards gripping compact automatic weapons which hung from their shoulders, staring at them hard enough to hurt. Jack and Luke looked at each other curiously as they were escorted from the car into a private elevator.
They rode the elevator in silence after their driver pressed the fourth floor button. They exited to a small, sparsely decorated vestibule with one small chair near the elevator. Twenty feet away was a lone office with nothing more than a small one word sign on the door that said ‘Accounting.’ Their driver took a seat in the vestibule chair as Rhodes led them to the door. He put his thumb on a small keypad and put his eye up to what looked to be a keyhole.
“Retina scanner," Jack whispered inside Luke’s head.
A woman who could have been Alice’s twin sister sat behind a small semi circular reception desk and nodded at Rhodes. He led them to a large office on their left, closing the door behind them, taking a seat at a small conference table woefully small for the size of the room. Jack and Luke looked at each other and then at him with some confusion.
“Another Department of Agriculture office?" Jack asked Rhodes as he and Luke pulled out two of the three remaining chairs and took a seat.
“More or less," Rhodes replied.
They sat in silence for five minutes, or at least they didn’t speak to Rhodes. As they played a game of verbal chicken with him, they shot thoughts back and forth to each other.
“This isn’t your typical conference room,” Jack thought to Luke.
“No shit. It’s too small and there’s nothing in here except four chairs and a table. Hell, there’s not even a phone.” Luke replied.
“They don’t need a phone. This place is wired for sound and video. See the small dots in each corner, high up of the wallpaper?” Jack said.
“What are you talking about? It’s an ugly floral wallpaper. You see dots? Seriously?” Luke asked.
“Yeah. Dots. Take a look at the top of each corner. You’ll see the dots in approximately the same spot in each corner ... and they don’t correspond to the pattern. They’re cameras.” Jack replied dismissively.
“Ok, whatever. This place is wired for sight and sound. Who cares," Luke replied, annoyed they were there in the first place.
“I’m just saying it’s interesting considering there are several large rooms behind the wall over there," Jack replied, glancing at the wall behind Rhodes.
“Bullshit," Luke said. “That’s an exterior wall with a window in it, you idiot savant.”
Jack was interrupted by the sound of the door opening and the sight of the President of the United States, Terrance Washington. The broad shouldered man, still trim and athletic stared at them for a beat too long, his quick assessment of them apparently not jibing with the backstory in his head. His trademark white scar that ran the length of his left jawbone stood in contrast with his rich, caramel colored skin.
“So it would seem our interests are aligned," The President said, after sitting down and smoothing out his pant legs.
A million thoughts shot back and forth between Jack and Luke. Some had to do with what the hell he meant by his opening remark, others were of the ‘Oh shit, I can’t believe we’re meeting the President,’ variety.
“I don’t know what you mean, sir," Jack offered.
“What I mean is both the Organization and I am interested in what you know and how you know it," his gaze settled on them with excruciating heaviness.
The brothers shared the same confused look.
The President continued, “Apparently the Organization wants to know how you two know so much about their business. Enough in fact, they would spend a considerable amount of time and effort - not to mention their most trusted operative - to find out. They were even willing to expose the true nature of their interest.“ The President leaned back in his chair and put his large, scarred hands on display as he gestured in a questioning manner. “Wonder why that is? It ain’t nothing," he said coldly.
“Great. So they’re interested in us. That’s not necessarily news is it? So why don’t we cut the bullshit and get to why we’re here," Luke blurted, getting annoyed with the cloak and dagger bullshit and sensing that the President’s formidable persona was less than genuine. Luke sensed under it all, the President was scared.
The large man looked stunned for a moment. His commanding presence and combat scarred hands and cheek - courtesy of the war in Iraq - and the fact that he was the President, usually elicited more deference. He shot Nathan Rhodes a WTF look, to which Rhodes responded with a shrug.
“Well Mr. Glasser, you know something about the Organization you’re not supposed to know, and as Colonel Rhodes shared with me, you know something about the Department of Agriculture you’re not supposed to know either. I find that strangely curious, and I want to know why. Now,” the President said, his voice as hard as steel.
It took thirty minutes for them to recount the story they’d told Rhodes. They added more color commentary about their skills and ultimately what had happened in Canada at Greenleaf Cannabis plant, this time sharing more information about Magnus, and how they found out about Beth and Sarina. After all, even though he started out trying to bully them a bit, he was the president.
After listening intently to everything they said, the President rubbed his head with his hands, turned and looked at Bosco who had been quietly laying on the carpet and asked, “What’s with the dog?" 
Rhodes escorted them back to the waiting room. “Give us a minute. He and I need to talk." 
“What the hell was that all about? We spill our guts, then get ushered back to the waiting room? Jack shot Luke a thought.
He could tell his brother wasn’t listening, just like you can tell when someone’s not listening on the other end of the phone. He hit him on the arm.
“Ease up. I’m connected to Bosco so I can hear," Luke replied.
“Hook me up,” Jack replied.
“You sure?" Luke recalling the Casino scene. “I seem to recall that didn’t work out so well last time.”
“Because you couldn’t just shut the fuck up. Had to prove how much you knew." Jack shot back. 
Luke just shook his head and connected him to Bosco’s hearing, the dog choosing to lay still, looking bored and pretending he couldn’t give a shit. At least that was Luke’s interpretation.
The conversation was choppy and faint. The President and Rhodes weren’t in a soundproof environment, but there was some distance and a few very heavy doors in the way. Thankfully, what they did hear had nothing to do with imprisonment at Guantanamo or espionage. That was a good start. The conversation centered around trust, the President drilling Rhodes on whether or not they could be trusted and “Read-in” on whatever it was they had on the Organization. 
Rhodes had already briefed the President on the failed Atlanta mission, and after a couple of months of using the brothers and their employees as bait, it was obvious the plan wasn’t working. After the Gomes debacle, Rhodes was certain they couldn’t effectively set a trap robust enough while still being stealthy. The Organization would eventually come after the Glasser team, and they most certainly would succeed. It was just a matter of when and where, two variables that were too open ended. Getting them out of harm’s way, sequestered and putting their skills to use was their only option now.
After thirty minutes they were ushered into the conference room where Rhodes and the President sat, unmoved from when they left.
“I’ve taken the liberty of checking around on you two," The President said. “I know you have top secret clearances, however, that won’t do for the shit we’re going to show you. Before we go any further, I think it’s important you know what the ground rules are. They’re simple. I’ll need you two, as well as your two employees working with us until further notice.”
Jack and Luke looked at each other with dismay. “That’s a little too open ended ... " Jack began, but was cut off.
“I don’t think you get it son. You either work with us and help us put the Organization down, or you go about your business and wait for your ex-girlfriend to kill you and your employees. You may want to think about your parents as well. These people don’t leave anyone left standing.” the President said. He stopped for dramatic effect, then continued, “Just so we’re clear, working with us on this requires secrecy. A level of secrecy that makes a top secret clearance look like a hall pass. Any slip from you or an employee will result in the same consequences the Organization is prepared to throw down on you. I’m serious about this boys," he sat looking at them with a stare that left them sweating. “If you’re in, then you’re in this for the long haul,” the President said, without any emotion.

Chapter 14
Terrence Washington
Jack and Luke sat staring at Quan and Amin over coffee in their hotel room. It was a mini suite with just enough space for them to eyeball each other from uncomfortable, opposing sofas in a quasi living room. 
Amin was wearing his signature ‘stank face,’ and Quan was rubbing his bushy red hair shaking his head like he was either confused or had a dandruff problem. Jack recounted the high points of their meeting with Rhodes and the President.
“Say what?" Amin started. “Shi-it. I ain’t no fuckin’ slave. They talking about some sign-yo-name-in-blood, work for us for life, bullshit. That’s fucked up," Amin said, slipping into his best Atlanta accent for emphasis.
“I don’t know. I think Amin has a point," Quan said, still shaking his head.
“I’m fairly sure we don’t have a lot of options. Gene Gomes ... " 
Amin instantly interrupted him. “You talking about the greasy, lab coat wearing bitch at the weed factory?”
Jack looked at Luke trying not to smile, “Yeah, him." He shook off the interruption and turned serious again. “As I was saying, Gene Gomes ... well, he’s dead. Beth Colby, ex love of my life and girlfriend from hell, killed him and the other agents who were using him as bait.”
Quan let out a small wail and Amin looked down at the floor.
Jack continued, “I’m telling you this because it’s likely this isn’t over for any of us. It seems reasonable to assume the Organization we stumbled on has a pretty long memory and has a way of setting things right. We either work with them or we’re on our own," Jack finished.
“This is sh ... sh ... shit," Quan stuttered, embarrassed for using profanity.
“For once I agree with him,” Amin said, pointing at Quan and dropping back into his normal speech pattern. “What do we do?”
Luke spoke up for the first time. “I think we have to do this thing. None of us is really safe while the Organization is intact. Hell, they were working on Jack for almost a year before the Greenleaf thing, and I don’t think they’re willing to just forget it,” he paused. “On the plus side of the equation, you’ll get to meet the President," he said, raising his eyebrows trying to lighten the mood.
Quan looked genuinely happy while Amin recalibrated slightly, features softening. "Shit ... one grain of pepper in a salt shaker," Amin muttered, referring to the fact that the President was African American. "Fine, I'd meet the brother," Amin said, acting as if he would accommodate the mild inconvenience. 
Within an hour they split up as Nathan Rhodes had directed and were picked up by separate unmarked cars and taken to the Department of Agriculture office where they’d met him the day before.
__________
Quan and Amin were visibly nervous pulling into the hidden garage and seeing the armed, quasi military, welcoming committee there to greet them. Amin muttered something to the effect of “More white dudes with guns." 
They rode up the elevator in silence and were ushered into the conference room.
“Glad you all could make it," Nathan Rhodes’ voice made the walls shake as he entered the room.
“Yeah, we’re just pleased as punch to be here too," Luke replied, stone-faced.
A skinny young man with horn rimmed glasses entered the room quickly and placed four folders on the table and left before anyone could comment. 
Rhodes looked quickly at the names on the folders and pushed each one of them in front of the appropriate person. “Here you go. You’ll need to sign these before we can get going. And before you say anything, I know you’ve got the equivalent of law degrees up there," he said, pointing to his own head. “However, for the sake of brevity, please understand none of this is up for negotiation. It’s simple, we keep you and your families safe in return for you doing whatever it is that needs doing in order to bring the Organization down. When we’re done, you’re free to take my number out of your contacts-list. It also has a few clauses stating that opening your mouth about this is tantamount to treason and could be punishable by death or lifetime incarceration in a black site no one knows about, or something to that effect." Rhodes sat down, locked his fingers together and stared at them impassively.
“When do we get to meet the President?" Quan asked like a third grader on a field trip.
Rhodes stared at him like he was witnessing the invention of dumbass. 
Jack ignored Quan and moved on. “So what does this really mean? I’m not ready to close up our business and hide out forever.”
Rhodes shook his head and looked up at the ceiling as if tasked with explaining the concept of gravity to a three year old. “Your business? You won’t have a business if you’re dead. I don’t know if you remember, but the little soiree at the pot farm was supposed to end up with you pushing up daisies anyway. Your old life is over. Maybe you just don’t get it yet.”
Jack sat silently mulling over what Rhodes said. He knew deep down it was all true - his old life was over - he knew, however, he hadn’t openly admitted to himself or Luke.
Luke on the other hand sat impassively chewing on Rhodes’ commentary as well. For once he was quiet, however, his mind was turning over scenarios like a thief trying to pick a lock. He wasn’t worried about himself, he could adapt. He had plenty of money and the thought of an extended vacation of sorts, was fine for him. It was Jack he was concerned about ... he was really the franchise player for the business and work was a big part of his routine and life. His social anxiety had been held at bay with work, weed, a girlfriend, and a sense of purpose. Now, the girlfriend was gone and all that was left was work and weed. Luke seriously doubted Jack could deal with that much long term change.
Rhodes broke the silence. “If we sequester you completely, then it will look too suspicious. You’ll need to look like you’ll be getting back to business as usual in relatively short order, however, we’ll need to inject some unpredictability into your schedule." He stopped and scratched his head, then resumed. “Hell, I guess we can get you a few gigs to work on courtesy of the real Department of Agriculture or some other agency. You’ll visible, but won’t openly telegraph your movements. We’ll be shadowing you as well. The Organization still wants what Jack knows. Nothing’s changed in that regard. We just need to draw them out.”
Rhodes paused, then continued as if he was reaching for the high point in his concerto, oblivious to the dumbfounded looks on his audience’s faces. “It’s unlikely    -  but not certain - they’ll try to kill Jack or Luke before they get what they want,” he said looking directly at Amin and Quan. “However, they may not be averse to either killing or threatening to kill one of you or your families. You’d be leverage for them and they’d use it if they thought it would help,” Rhodes said.
Amin shook his head and Quan began to rock in his seat.
“For that reason we’d like your two employees to work here with us as we continue to sift through data. They could provide some needed support," Rhodes said, referring to Quan and Amin. “They’ll be out of harm’s way and hopefully they can help wrap this whole thing up quickly.”
“It’s up to them. I can’t make that decision for them,” Jack replied, glancing toward his employees. Amin and Quan didn’t speak, lost in thought.
“How much does your ex-girlfriend know about them?" Rhodes asked. “Does she know anything about their parents or family?" 
Jack and Luke looked at Amin and Quan then back at Rhodes. 
“I don’t know," Jack said. “I mean, I was dating her for close to a year, and as I think back, she always showed a lot of interest in my business, how I thought about things, stock tips ... you name it. She met them and I talked about them in passing, but I know I tried to keep a firewall of sorts in place. I’m pretty sure I didn’t talk about their personal lives ... ”
Amin interrupted with a groan. “You didn’t have to. I told her.”
All heads turned to Amin, who shook his head in disbelief.
“It was the first time I met her, at your New Years party … and you have to remember, she was hot and wasn’t bitchy back then. I just thought she was being nice or found me interesting, but she definitely grilled me about my life and family. I had a few drinks and ... hell, I remember I wouldn’t shut up.” Amin rubbed his eyes. “I think it’s safe to say she has more than enough.”
Everyone turned and looked at Quan who had stopped rocking in his seat and was chewing on his bottom lip. “Yeah. Me too. She knows it all,” he said.
Luke pushed out an extended sigh. “Well shit. I guess no one was immune to the dragon lady’s charms. I guess this makes the decision a lot easier.”
Rhodes sat back up and nodded as he looked around the room. “I guess that’s that. Welcome to the Department of Agriculture," he said looking directly at Quan and Amin.
Without any pretense their situation might take a turn for the better, they reluctantly signed the paperwork, wondering what the hell they’d gotten themselves into. As soon as they finished, the thin, horn rimmed guy slid in quietly and collected the files. Rhodes slid his hand under the table, looked directly at one of the cameras in the upper corner of the room and said “Open." Within a few seconds a hidden door, covered up by the wallpaper pattern opened behind him revealing a small alcove and another set of doors. He walked in and they followed him. He placed his palm on the biometric pad near the door frame and spoke his name. Again the door opened, however, this time it revealed a large open area occupying the remainder of the entire tenth floor of the office building comprising at least fifteen thousand square feet by Jack’s estimate.
The employee count was light, they saw only five other people in the cavernous space, however, what they lacked in manpower they more than made up for in gadgetry, maps and computing power. Quan and Amin looked at the small but powerful mini data center cage in the middle of the room and were instantly impressed. Rhodes assembled his small team in the middle of the open space and introduced them all. He left Amin and Quan with his team to get acquainted and give them an overview of their operation while he ushered Jack and Luke into a small office with floor to ceiling glass and a door.
Before they could sit, Jack spoke up. “Colonel, this is cool, but is this all you’ve got to go up against the Organization? What about the NSA & the FBI?”
“You’re supposed to be a certifiable genius. Why don’t you tell me?” Rhodes said.
They were silent for a few seconds. “Shit. Don’t tell me you can’t trust them either,” Jack said.
Rhodes just raised his eyebrows. “Let me tell you a story. This will probably help put all of this into perspective.

Chapter 15
Iraq
Nathan Rhodes cleared this throat and spoke to the Glasser team. “Early in 2004 in Iraq, after the US had captured Saddam Hussein, there was shit beginning to brew in Basra and Fallujah. The insurgency was a new element in the mix of things, and politicians were quick to deny it, however, guys like me - and the President, who were on the ground -  knew what was happening. It was like a wall of water coming at you you couldn’t stop. I was in charge of a Marine Expeditionary Unit. In February I was in the GreenZone for a few days of briefing meetings with my attache, a Major named Terrence Washington. You met him yesterday ... the President.”
“It was early one evening after our last briefing meeting and most of our colleagues had bugged out. Terry - the President - and I decided we wanted to walk the Green Zone perimeter to get a look at everything up close and personal. Needless to say, it wasn’t something officers like ourselves were encouraged to do. We were at the far end of the zone in a remote area when a firefight broke out half a block away from the perimeter, something rumored to be an hourly occurrence. An RPG nearly took my head off as it went through the fence and exploded into what looked to be an abandoned house. Keep in mind we were on the fringe of the Zone in an area where there were no active military personnel, just a few scattered families that wouldn’t leave and an occasional patrol.”
“When we went to check the house to see if anyone was injured, we found what looked to be a miniature mobile command center, complete with communications, battle plans, you name it. It was a miniature fucking Pentagon in there. There was no one there, and we began to look through the paperwork lying around. For an hour we sifted through files and what we saw wasn’t good. Basically it was an entire war plan built around a massive set of private business objectives. There were no corporate names, however, it looked like reams of marketing plans supporting every major initiative we’d been briefed on earlier, however, instead of winning hearts and minds, we were systematically blowing shit up for the sake of new infrastructure contracts for US corporations. The communications were cryptic, however, it was pretty goddamn obvious there was most likely involvement a lot higher up the food chain than me.”
“Terry was enraged. He was putting his life and his men’s lives on the line for what looked to be corporate greed. He managed to take several boxes of files out of the house and put them in an area where we could retrieve them later. During that time, I was alone in the house - looking through files - when the fuckers who manned the house came back. I would say a firefight ensued, but it was really nothing more than them shooting my ass in the chest. They searched the place trying to make sure I was alone. Terry was outside near a window and heard them talking about disposing of my body. Saying I needed to disappear. Never mind I was a full bird fucking colonel. These cocksuckers could’ve cared less. I didn’t mind it so much when Terry put a nugget of lead into each of their heads.” 
“I wasn’t good, but Terry managed to get me out of there and put me up with an Iraqi family several streets over and paid off a local doctor. He hid the documents and burned the building, knowing he had to remove any trace of our presence. The house had been hit with an RPG, so it was plausible it would go up. To make a long story short, Terry heard one of the men reading my dog tag off to a superior on the phone. He made a snap decision to hide me, fake my death and eventually help me make it over the Turkish border. At the time it seemed extreme, however, I didn’t have family and there was a clear consensus among us, whoever it was that ran the operation would want to finish the job. In retrospect, that has been our smartest move to date." 
“Fast forward to the four and a half years ago when Terry Washington, a war hero and my friend, was elected President for a second term. Four years and a half years ago he first thing he did was find me to organize a secret task force to learn more about the Organization and eradicate it. It’s been more difficult than we imagined. First was the funding. You’d think with all the money sloshing around in Washington, it would be fairly easy to misdirect a few hundred million here or there. Unfortunately, that’s not the case. Most of the money as I’m sure you know has some form of corporate earmark. The General Accounting Office may not know where some of it gets siphoned off to, however, you can bet your ass the myriad of corporate sponsors do. If they don’t get it, then a congressman gets a call then an investigation starts," Rhodes wound down.
“So that’s where the Department of Agriculture comes in. Right?” Jack asked.
“Yes indeed. Even though most corporate interests want to kill it, the good old Department of Agriculture still exists, and thankfully provides a very solid front for our project. There’s no problems siphoning off cash ... within reason of course, and good old Agriculture doesn’t have a lot of oversight, since it isn’t very sexy these days. That said, the Department Director is a very good friend of the President and was appointed by him ... so, he never says ‘no' to anything.
“You said the first issue was funding. You’ve got that handled. What’s the second problem?" Luke chimed in.
You noticed it when you walked in. It’s manpower. Most of my operational team is from Homeland, FBI, CIA or former military. For security purposes, most of them are dead.
The boys looked at him with dismay.
“Not literally dead, just minor record keeping tweaks effectively erasing them from the system, listing them as either missing in action or deceased. The problem is, it’s not really feasible to have an army of the dead ... at some point you just can’t keep hiding in plain sight. We’ve brought in a few people like you from the private sector - all of the people you just met out there - however, the Organization is deep and wide and we have to do more with less. We’re not the NSA and don’t have deep pockets, so we have to be smarter.”
Luke rolled his eyes a bit and leaned back in his chair. “Colonel, that’s a good story, but I’m still trying to figure out the part where you’re actually smarter than they are. Looks to me as if you haven’t made much of a dent. Shit, his ex is still out there killing people and supposedly you’ve got an inside person on her. Doesn’t seem like that’s yielding much fruit.”
“Doesn’t look like you’ve got a problem calling bullshit, son," Rhodes said absently. “Nope, to this point other than knowing they exist, having one operative in by a shoestring, and being too little too late, we’re still having some trouble. We wanted Beth Colby. Our intention was to grab her and turn her ... or at least try to move a little further up the food chain, without sacrificing our operative’s cover.”
Jack shrugged and shook his head. 
Rhodes continued, “We still want to, however, in all honesty you’re still our best hope.”
“If you think I’m your best hope, we’ve all got problems," Jack replied.
“Maybe. Maybe not," Luke said. “I’m no mind reader,” Luke smiled as he spoke to Jack, “But, you’ve been fucking with these people for years without knowing it. If you can keep doing what you were doing, then at least we’ll have a decent shot of potentially narrowing the field, at least get into a position to peel off a few Organization companies in the process. Isn’t that what you’re thinking Colonel?”
Rhodes nodded in agreement. “We’ve also got it on good authority where Ms. Colby will strike next. 
“New York," Jack and Luke said in unison.
“Indeed," Rhodes said rubbing his eyes. “I need you boys to get acquainted with what we’ve got here. Run through the paperwork and whatnot over the next couple days. I’ll be taking a road trip to the Big Apple to see if I can peel off our first corporate snitch.”

Chapter 16
A Dash of Speculation
The next morning the sun was out in DC, however, no one in the small, clandestine branch of the Department of Agriculture would have known it, having spent the majority of the evening and early morning hours pouring over the boxes of files Colonel Rhodes gave them the day before. It was the paper equivalent of an archeological dig, the earliest record of Organization transactions, the very ones President Terrance Washington removed from the Organization’s command center in Iraq. The same ones that led to Colonel Rhodes being shot and subsequently, faking his own death. The Dead Sea Scrolls of intelligence on the Organization.
Quan and Amin had taken the bulk of the evening spreading it all out on tables throughout the large open area, trying to sort through them and put them in some semblance of order. Jack and Luke circled the tables, pouring over everything in sight, trying to make sense of it all. It was a goddamn mess, papers everywhere. Seemingly random with no table of contents or filing system in place that made sense. They were looking for a specific piece of hay in a veritable haystack.
The so called 'marketing' materials Rhodes mentioned were there, and damning in and of themselves. No doubt they would have made great headlines for a major news publication or network, however, there was no smoking gun tying any of it to any single person or corporation. Other than the fact several of the marketing plans could be linked directly to actual war time events, proving it would have impossible - all conjecture, with a liberal dash of speculation and a side order of conspiracy theory. That said, the brothers knew from their own experience, just because something might seem outrageous or implausible, doesn’t mean it’s not true.
It was two a.m. the next morning when Jack had an idea ... one he couldn’t believe had taken him so long to come up with. His memory was unflappable and he had every stock trade mapped in his mind  ... a permanent record of sorts. He printed them out so the others could see study them as well. He also had Rhode’s crew assemble a detailed list of every military initiative and after action report for Afghanistan and Iraq from the very beginning to current ongoing operations. He had them list everything - all of it, no matter how insignificant - along with dates and times. If they were interested in him because of his trades, then something had to tie back to the Organization. But as Jack began to realize, as compact as everything was in his mind, once it was out on paper, it was daunting. He was an active trader and there were literally thousands of trades, but there may have been only a handful that put him on the Organization’s radar. Finding those trades might be more distraction from the project at large. 
Nonetheless, he and Luke kept at it, circling the table like vultures over a dead rat, sucking it all in and quietly communicating with each other with the speed and precision only a psychic connection could afford. Bosco hadn’t moved much except to relieve himself on a little patch of gravel on the roof. He lay comfortably on a worn sofa near an open coffee are in the middle of the room. From time to time Luke checked in on him only to find him dreaming about chasing some animal and occasionally running from a flash emanating from the muzzle of a gun - the Greenleaf fiasco no doubt. At one point while connected with him, he overheard two of the Dept. of AG employees mention how creepy the brothers were acting - not saying a word and just holding up random pieces of paper to which there was never a reply. With that bit of information, the brothers began communicating more verbally to avoid arousing any more suspicion than necessary.
“What the hell is this stuff?" Luke asked, holding up one of the pieces of paper. No one had heard him speak in several hours and nobody knew who he was talking to.
“Sir?” one of the workers finally replied.
“These things," Luke said pointing to symbols ￼frequently used in place of words, interspersed in what looked to be confidential communiques. 
“No clue. We assumed maybe these were just copies of the originals, with symbols woven in as a way to redact sensitive information - instead of just blacking them out.”
As Luke continued to pour through the papers, it certainly seemed plausible, however, nothing about it felt right. There didn’t appear to be a pattern to the symbols or a reason why they’d have been used instead of a trusty felt tipped marker, but he decided to put any conjecture aside and see if there could be anything gleaned at all.
Jack moved over to a large rolling white board, jotting down war events and trying to reconcile them with his own trading statements. Even for a ‘gifted’ guy who was great at numbers and patterns, he was having difficulty. All of his trades had been made on intuition, or worse, an autonomic response to potentially hundreds of stimuli from industry articles, trade magazines or news shows - all just a random collection of stuff - stuff that had coalesced in his head ultimately leading him to his stock picks. He was now trying … retroactively, to create an algorithm of shorts to make sense of what he’d done and why he did it. It just wasn’t working. 
A thought began to form in Luke’s head, but before he could properly censor it, Jack heard it. “I thought you said that shit would fry my brain." Jack interjected.
“I hate this mind reading shit. It was just the beginning of a thought ... why don’t you at least let me at let me roll it around in my head for a minute before you jump all over it." Luke replied.
“Because you’re not really quiet about it ... it’s like listening to rocks in a dryer," Jack said, then paused. “I’ve thought about it too ... I just kept a lid on it.”
After looking at the mess on the table and boxes of paperwork, Luke couldn’t help but think that a Neural Acceleration session might be the only thing that might shed light on any of it ... at least in a compressed timeframe.
“I’m not saying you should do it, and I stand by my previous statement about you frying your brain, but shit, you’ve been smoking enough weed that there’s probably not much left to fry." Luke thought, flashing a smirk.
Jack shook his head and said out loud, “We’re tired and fried. Maybe this might warrant another approach,” acknowledging Luke’s thought. “Let’s sleep on it and see how we feel.”
“Yeah, maybe fresh eyes,” Luke said.

Chapter 17
Goodbye, Glen
Nathan Rhodes had left the previous evening for New York to meet his team of two, where they staked a claim in one of the luxury apartment towers in the Battery Park neighborhood. They were his most trusted assets and true to their sense of professionalism, they had ditched their skateboarder inspired wardrobe and shaved, knowing they couldn’t be seen walking around in a doorman building looking like they were homeless.
Sean and Rich were their names, but since they were officially listed as dead, names didn’t matter much. They also looked remarkably similar … could have been brothers in another life. As long as Rhodes had known them and as tight as they were, he confused them continually, opting to call them “Thing One” and “Thing Two,” ultimately shortening their names to just “One” and “Two." Rhodes wasn’t much for excess words when one would work just fine. Economy of motion was his mantra and extended to his conversational style as well. 
The building was modern chic, the very one Glen Halvers maintained an apartment, one floor up from the apartment they were squatting in. It was getting close to Christmas and Halvers, who was unabashedly single, enjoyed the excitement of the City during holidays as well as an assortment of high end hookers who were available during the silly season.
Of course, Draper knew all about Halvers' proclivities or weaknesses - all in how one looked at things - and, with Beth’s prodding, agreed Halvers' taste for high end call girls would be the best way to avoid arousing suspicion and cut Glen’s holiday season short. Draper had bugged his house three months earlier after the Greenleaf fiasco, and knew Halvers’ patterns as well as his favorite escort services. Beth’s plan - having Sarina Green stand in for one of his “Dates” - was as foolproof a plan as he could imagine and was happy for once that he didn’t have to come up with it himself. He thought of Beth and her new protege. If there were training wheels for wet work, this would be it. A great first step for Sarina Green and a highly effective way to test her loyalty and keep Beth’s hands clean for once.
__________
“Holy shit, this guy likes to fuck," One said.
“He’s something alright," Rhode’s replied, amazed the a CEO of such a big company could be so stupid. He already knew what Beth’s plan was. Sarina Green had left an encrypted message in the ladies bathroom at the airport with most of the details. He had One and Two enter Halvers’ apartment in an attempt to plant listening devices, however, after a cursory sweep they found it had already been bugged. With a little tweaking, they found the frequency and piggy backed on the devices, in what was now a party line, hearing everything Beth and Sarina were monitoring. It was shaping up to be the easiest surveillance gig they’d had to date.
“So she’s just going to walk in there, inject his ass with Potassium Chloride and walk away?" Thing One asked.
“Yep. That’s their plan.”
“But we’re not letting that happen ... are we?”
“No. We are not," Rhodes said matter of factly. “Our Sarina Green, will be injecting our horny subject with a substance alright, just not Potassium Chloride. Ketamine. If it’s strong enough for a horse, it should be strong enough for a stallion like our boy." 
__________
Sarina Green stood in front of the mirror examining the form fitting little black dress, she had poured herself into. She hadn’t seen herself in a dress in years, and she had to admit the stair master worked. Her ass looked great, however, she looked at her makeup and cringed.
“This is too much," she said to Beth, pointing at her lipstick.
“That’s the whole idea. You’re supposed to look like a hooker. I’m not sending you out to audition for a church play.”
Sarina shrugged and plopped down on the hotel sofa, holding breath so her seams wouldn’t rip. “So we just wait? How do we know he’ll even make the call?”
“Don’t worry. He’ll make the call. He can’t go the evening without calling an escort service at least twice a night. You can practically set your watch by his libido." Beth sat in the chair opposite Sarina and smoothed out her black yoga pants. “You’re not going to have a problem with this are you? No second thoughts?”
“I don’t have to screw him ... do I?”
Beth sat down next to Sarina and stroked her lustrous black hair, looking into her electric blue eyes capable of generating enough power to light up New York. “No, you don’t have to screw him. I mean unless you want to," she said coyly.
“Ugh. You’re disgusting!" Sarina pushed her away playfully.
Beth suddenly went back to being Beth again, the moment of levity vanishing. “Seriously. You’re good. Right?”
“I’d be lying if I said I was comfortable with this, but I know what to do. I’ll get it done," Sarina said. 
Beth nodded and continued stroking her hair. 
Within ten minutes they heard Halvers make the call. Beth quickly dialed the agency, masking her own caller ID with Halvers', letting them know there’d been a mistake and Mr. Halvers' had changed his mind and didn’t need “Company” that evening.
“You’re on," Beth said, helping Sarina off the sofa and giving her a kiss.
 
It took Sarina a few minutes to hail a cab. A few darker complexioned cabbies had come close to stopping, but after seeing ‘prostitute’ written all over her, they picked up speed and kept going. Religiously devout or just assholes, she thought.
Finally a cab stopped and she was able to sit and take her weight off of her feet, which had been crammed in the latest version of hooker-heels. How any woman could be in the mood to ‘work’ after walking a block in them, was beyond her. 
The cab made the two mile trip to Battery Park in under ten minutes, owing to the fact downtown was fairly dead during the week, in spite of the robust holiday tourist turnout at the 9-11 memorial. She saw the memorial lights and instantly flashed back to where she was on that fateful day. A day which ultimately led to her official career change, her job with the Department of Agriculture, and her mission to pretend to kill a corporate executive while wearing a very painful pair of high heels.
She gave the apartment number to the doorman who waived her through like a turnstile, obviously not the first time he’d seen hooker traipse through the vestibule looking for Glenn Halvers.
Halvers opened the door smelling of brown liquor and took a moment, mentally undressing her as she stood in the hall. Her blonde wig began to itch and a trickle of sweat ran down the back of her neck. She smiled back at him, shrugging her shoulders as if to say “WTF already, let me in.”
Halvers led her toward the living room, attempting to make small talk while he poured her a glass of wine. She took a sip and sat uncomfortably waiting for an opportunity to pull the ketamine syringe out of her purse and put Glen Halvers into a nice deep sleep.
He took a slow sip of scotch and made a grand gesture of putting it on a coaster resting on the coffee table. She had been so lulled by the gesture she didn’t see the back of his hand before his knuckles hit her cheek. Her head was driven back into the sofa.
“What the fuck?” she screamed.
He put his index finger to his lips, signaling for her to be quiet. “Don’t act surprised. You know what I like. Or at least you should ... your agency keeps track of stuff like that, and I did place a specific order," he said, grinning.
He unbuttoned his shirt then stood up, making a big production out of unzipping his pants. Sarina sat speechless, face stinging, surprised at what a complete ass clown he was. He put his own finger in his mouth suggestively, but almost bit it off when she drove the pointed toe of her right shoe squarely in his crotch. She slid over quickly as he doubled over, falling face down into the sofa grabbing his groin. She grabbed her purse and took out the syringe, injecting the horse tranquilizer in his ass, but not before delivering a vicious fist to the bridge of his nose. The crack of cartilage snapping echoed off the walls. 
She picked up his phone slowly, surveying her work, then dialed 911. She conjured up a lump in her throat and used her best acting skills to convince the operator her date had just suffered a heart attack. She picked up her purse and gave him one last disdainful look as she rubbed her cheek and walked out the door.
In the apartment below, Thing One looked at Rhodes, grinning. “Holy shit. Did she just kick his ass?” 
“I believe that is indeed what just transpired," he said, trying to hold back a smile. “Now let’s make sure Halvers never sees the hospital.”
Thing Two intercepted the 911 call from Sarina as planned, sitting in the ambulance he’d stolen a few hours prior, eating a protein bar and listening to music burning a little time. He was a block away and didn’t want to arouse suspicion by arriving too early. If anything, a medical response that was to prompt would stick out like a sore thumb. 
Ten minutes later he pulled into the parking garage. Thing One emerged from the stairwell, dressed in a matching paramedic uniform. They quickly grabbed the gurney and made their way into the lobby and up the elevator, making sure everyone knew it was a Halvers emergency. The doorman let them into the apartment.
Once inside, they quickly found Halvers and as loudly as they could, pretended to resuscitate him, so Beth and whoever else may have been listening was convinced Glen Halvers was indeed on the way out.
“I’ve got nothing!" Thing Two shouted, pretending to take Glen’s pulse. “Starting CPR!”
They gave the doorman a show for the ages, as well as the other tenants who had begun to fill the hall. Thing Two beat Halvers’ chest with his fist, trying to make sure he didn’t actually kill him by making it appear too real. Thing One squeezed the airbag attached to Glen’s face as Thing Two pretended to listen for a heartbeat with his stethoscope. 
“I’m losing him! Let’s get him out of here!" Thing Two said loudly.
They waded through the shocked faces, rushing the gurney containing Glen Halvers down the hall to the ambulance. Halvers apparently had no friends in the building, and no one followed them down to the garage to see him off in the ambulance.
Thing One opened the door to the rear of the ambulance. “Who is he?" he asked, staring  at the corpse of a male body lying on the floor of the ambulance.
“No clue,” Two replied.
“Well where did you get him?”
“Hospital Morgue. They had quite a selection. He’s not perfect, but close,” Two said.
One and Two made an unexpected stop under an overpass with no camera or video access and dumped Halvers in the trunk of Rhode’s rental car, and transferred Halvers' ID and inscribed watch to the corpse before pulling into the non-emergency entrance of the hospital. They let the duty nurse know they had a body to drop off, who with a nonchalant wave, sent them back to the morgue.
Thing Two filled out the paperwork, with Halvers' relevant information, and pushed the gurney through the swinging doors of the morgue. The young attendant stopped picking at his face, and pushed his glasses up from the tip of his nose when Two walked in. He nodded in appreciation when receiving the envelope filled with cash and nodded approvingly at the weight of it.
“I believe they have this one scheduled for cremation ... sooner than later," Two said, pointing to a packet of paperwork, conveniently forged.
“Thank you sir. I’ll get on it," the kid replied.

Chapter 18
Ketamine Hangover
Glen Halvers woke up with a massive headache and a metallic taste in his mouth. His vision was blurry, but through the fog he could see he was in a small, well lit room - sparsely decorated with white walls -  one of the walls being floor to ceiling glass. Beyond the glass in a hallway of sorts, a scruffy looking white guy sat in a folding metal chair, casually reading a book.
“Hey!" Halvers shouted at Thing One, his voice raspy, barely making it out of his throat.
One slowly dog-eared the current page he was reading, closed the book and placed it carefully on his leg. He then looked up at Halvers, completely devoid of emotion as if he was looking at a fish in an aquarium for the hundredth time.
“Where am I?" Halvers spoke again, quietly as he looked at himself, lying down in an institutional steel framed bed.
One continued to stare dispassionately at him for a few more minutes before raising his arm and talking into a microphone in his shirt cuff. “Sir, this is One. Our guest is awake." 
Halvers watched as the man appeared to listen to instructions from an earpiece, then watched him get up and open the door for another man - someone who looked very similar. Thing Two. Short hair, faded jeans, converse sneakers and a long sleeve flannel shirts atop t-shirts. 
When Two entered the corridor, he locked the door behind him and opened the door to Halvers room. Halvers tried to sit up, however, he saw stars, felt a sharp pain in his skull and had to lay back down.
“The headache can be unpleasant,” One said, as if providing color commentary for Two.
“Where the fuck am I?” Halvers asked.
“You’re in a secure location," Two replied.
“Why?”
“There was an attempt on your life,” One said.
“I don’t. I don’t remember shit. I want to get  ... to get ... back home.” 
One and Two men looked at him and shook their heads slightly. “You have a Ketamine hangover," One said, pulling out a syringe, thumping it and expelling the air. 
“This will ease the headache and make you feel better. After that everything will be explained. Arm please,” One said, with an odd sense of formality that didn’t quite match his attire. Instinctively, Halvers found himself sticking his arm out and doing exactly what he asked.
Thirty minutes later Halvers found himself in a small room, decorated in an odd manner considering the clinical, hospital-like feel of the room he woke up in. The room was directly off the corridor where the man had been sitting and was tastefully decorated to look like a man’s study, with dark wood paneled walls and bookshelves filled with books, marble floors, a large, thick wool rug and deep leather armchairs. The only thing out of place was a singular wall devoid of decoration, with the exception of a very large mirror. It would have actually seemed intimate if it weren’t for a small table in the center of the room with two armless leather chairs positioned across the table from each other. 
The two men led him to one of the chairs at the small table then abruptly left, locking the door behind them. Halvers sat in uncomfortable silence, not quite knowing what to do. Though the two men hadn’t been aggressive or disdainful in any way, he didn’t get the feeling they gave a shit about him one way or the other - sharks -  that up until this point, just hadn’t been hungry. He found himself anchored to the chair, complying fully with the unspoken commands of his handlers.
One floor above Halvers, Rhode’s sat in his office contemplating his next move. Thing One and Two were about to start interrogating Glen Halvers, the now officially dead CEO of Agrifuse. However, as he looked out of his office watching Jack and Luke pour over information and scribble notes, he thought back to something the Glasser brothers had said earlier, that one of the 'gifts' the lightning storm gave Luke was the ability to tell if someone was lying.
“Bullshit," he muttered to himself. But as he thought back on it, the brothers had certainly seen through his normally buttoned up bullshit and had gone from bait, to meeting the President and leading a forensic study of one of the most - if not the most secret - off the books government operations in US history. Working with a secret department hidden in plain sight within the Department of Agriculture, with a sole mission to understand and strangle the Organization, a criminal enterprise consisting of large corporate entities and players within the US government itself. He thought about it again, then decided to give it a shot and waved the brothers into his office.
Rhodes wasted no time in prefacing his remarks. He simply pointed to Luke while saying to Jack, “So this ability to tell if someone’s lying ... is that real or just something you pulled out of your ass to keep me from shooting you?”
WTF? The brothers looked at each other, then Luke spoke. 
“If you’re talking about me and my ability to sniff out bullshit, then yeah ... that’s right," Luke replied.
Rhodes pondered the statement for a moment, the brothers could almost hear the gears grinding away. He looked as if he was in some sort of emotional dilemma and they were enjoying it on some level. They certainly didn’t want to give him a reprieve by  interrupting.
“Ok. I’ve got a gentleman downstairs who is for all intents and purposes is now listed as deceased. We’re about to interrogate him," Rhodes said, letting the statement hang in the air like a smell in a truck-stop bathroom.
“Good for you," Jack replied.
“Good for all of us. Mr. Glen Halvers, the CEO of Agrifuse, and someone we suspect of being a key player in the Organization, is downstairs. He was on your girlfriend’s shit list. She made an attempt on his life, however, we intervened on his behalf. He’s currently coming off and Ketamine bender. We’re thinking if he’s approached in the correct manner, with a little extra insight from you," Rhodes said, pointing at Luke, “He might be so inclined to help us out a bit and share info on the group of assholes he works with." 
“He’s not going to flip," Jack countered. “If he’s truly Organization, and they’re as bad as you say they are, he’s probably more afraid of them than you.” 
Rhodes nodded in agreement. “Under normal circumstances I’d agree with you, however, by tomorrow afternoon Mr. Glen Halvers, former CEO of Agrifuse will be listed as dead, the victim of a heart attack. There will be no wake or open casket, because it will be found Mr. Halvers was accidentally cremated. So officially, he’s dead with nothing to lose. Except his real life of course," he let the words hang for a moment.
“No shit?" Luke replied.
“I shit you negative,” Rhodes replied.
“Was he the guy we ... ” Luke caught himself quickly, remembering Rhodes had no idea they’d actually eavesdropped on his conversation with the President, “We thought the Organization may go after?”
“Appears to be. We followed his girlfriend to New York and short circuited her plan.”
“She’s not my girlfriend,” Jack shot back. “Call her anything, but don’t call her that." 
Rhodes put his hands up in a sign of acquiescence. “Fine, whatever. The fact remains we have a high value target downstairs and we’re about to have a tête-à-tête with him. If your brother here can add some insight, then maybe you two should watch.”
Luke shrugged and Jack raised his eyebrows. “Guess it couldn’t hurt,” Luke said.
On the way out of the office, Luke called Bosco off the sofa in the corner. He got up quickly sensing something cool, or at least different, was about to happen. 
Rhodes gave a visible stank face as the dog wedged himself between Jack and Luke. “Really?" he asked.
Jack looked at him and the dog. “Really.”
They found themselves in a room behind glass, staring at Halvers who - though not disheveled - didn’t look completely together. He hadn’t shaved, and was dressed in institutional looking blue cotton twill pants and a white short sleeved, polyester button down shirt. They took notice of the odd layout of the room and the relatively clubby decor, with the exception of the interrogation table.
“Who decorated the room? Your grandmother?" Luke asked.
Rhodes cut his eyes at him. “We’ve found when interrogation rooms are nicer and more comfortable than holding cells, subjects are more apt to want to stay and chat instead of going back to their cell.
“Holding cell? You have a prison in here too? What the hell?" Jack blurted.
Rhodes turned and shook his head, as if he was talking to a child. “It’s not a prison, and he’s the only person being detained by us. That gentleman over there is only on this side of the dirt because he was fortunate enough to have us intervene on his behalf. At this point, Mr. Halvers’ life as he once knew it is over. It was over the moment he got sideways with someone who wanted him dead. If I cut him loose and let him out of here, he’s a dead man walking. Your girlfrie …” Rhodes caught himself, “I mean, Beth Colby will see to that," he blew out a deep breath. “So for now, he’s in a state of perpetual ‘Protective custody’ until he can provide us with something that makes it worth our while to offer a more permanent and attractive solution. Make sense?”
“You can’t just hold him indefinitely. It’s unconstitutional,” Jack said.
“I’m no legal scholar, but In case you haven’t figured it out, this little adventure within the Department of Agriculture is one big shade of gray and clandestine as the organization we’re hunting. If there weren’t Organization moles and complicit actors within the ranks of our esteemed government institutions, we wouldn’t have to be covert. Our sole mission here, isn’t just focused on the Organization - or whatever it really is - but about getting to the bottom of an existential government crisis," he raised his eyebrows for emphasis.
“Holy shit this guy can spin some bullshit,” Luke thought.
“Fine. Whatever," Jack acquiesced. “Get on with the show and see if Luke can help.”
Thing One, or “One,” as Rhodes called him, entered the room as “Two” pulled up a seat next to Rhodes behind the glass. He looked at the brothers and the dog then looked at Rhodes, raising his eyebrows. Rhodes just shrugged as Two sat down and smirked, knowing how much Rhodes disliked dogs and involving non-essential personnel in anything.
The interrogation was courteous. Neither friendly nor antagonistic. Two  took the better part of an hour to explain to Halvers what his situation actually was, and attempt to answer the barrage of questions he had. Basically it was the reiteration of, “The Organization wanted  you dead. We intervened, and you’re not dead ... yet. Because of that we want information on the Organization." 
Halvers, on the other hand, was still stuck on “What Organization? Where am I? I don’t know what you’re talking about!" Plus, one of his favorites, “Who are you and when can I leave?”
Jack and Luke weren’t experts in interrogation, however, they could see it wasn’t really going the way anyone hoped.”
“I guess waterboarding is next?" Jack asked, sarcastically. 
Two’s expression suggested he didn’t think it was a bad idea.
Rhodes shook his head involuntarily, then looked at Luke. “What do you think?”
“I think your guy in there is about to put me to sleep,” Luke replied.
“I mean can you tell if he’s lying?" Rhodes continued.
“How the hell can I tell that? I’m in here in small fucking cubicle behind a fucking window and he’s out there repeating the same useless shit. If you actually want me to determine if he’s lying there’s no way I can do it from here.”
Rhodes didn’t take the bait. “So you have to be face to face?" he asked.
“Well, yeah. I need to be close - to have them talk to me instead of twenty feet away behind glass. It’s like watching a TV series on PBS from here. I can’t tell shit.”
“Maybe I can let you sit in as long as you don’t say anything,” Rhodes said.
Jack interrupted. “You don’t get it. Watching a conversation and being a part of a conversation are two different things. Luke’s the one who needs to talk to him.”
“Negative,” Rhodes replied. “He’s got no experience leading an interrogation.”
“Look. He’s no black ops guy," Jack turned and looked at Thing Two, “No offense ... " Two just nodded as if it was no big slight, “But Luke is as good as anyone in getting someone to open up. Let him in and see what happens. You said already he isn’t going anywhere any time soon. I mean, what can it hurt?” 
Rhodes took a few minutes to ponder the situation. Thing One sure as shit wasn’t getting anywhere with this guy at the moment. Maybe it was the cocktail of drugs, that Halvers was really good, or he didn’t believe his current situation. 
“Fine," Rhodes relented. He whispered something into a microphone connected to Thing One’s earpiece. Thing One excused himself from the room. Rhodes turned to Luke, “He’s all yours.”
“What can I tell him? Anything off limits?” Luke asked.
“Nothing about our operation and certainly nothing about the Department of Agriculture. If this guy eventually opens up, I’d like to be able to release him back into the wild with some protection. You tell him too much and you’ll be putting him in an unmarked grave,” Rhodes said coldly.
“Shit," Luke mumbled. “No friggin’ pressure." He mentally summoned the dog.
Rhodes looked at Bosco, then at Jack. “Really?” he asked.
When Luke walked in the room with Bosco and sat down, it was obvious Halvers didn’t know what the hell to think. He looked at Luke, an early twenty-something, and Bosco, trying to make the jumble of thoughts in his head fall into place. Luke pushed the chair back and off to the side instead of face to face like it was a jailhouse conversation. He rubbed the dog for a moment, just long enough to get Bosco to get his hind leg tapping on the floor in unison.
“I’m sorry," Halvers finally asked. “Who are you?" Luke could tell as benign as the question was, there was contempt behind it.
“Oh, my apologies. I’m Luke Glasser," Luke said, no weight behind the apology. "This is my dog, Bosco, now that we're being formal.”
Luke saw a momentary flash of recognition with Halvers when he said his name. He let the following silence hang for a few minutes, continuing to pet the dog and not paying attention to Halvers.
“Heard my name, huh?" Luke asked nonchalantly.
Halvers gave him a blank stare. “I have no clue who you are, and I don’t care. I want to be released. Where’s the other guy?” Halvers asked. 
“Glen ... ”
“How do you know my name?” Halvers interjected.
“Seriously? You don't watch any television shows? There’s microphones all around here. They’re listening to us now. I know your name because I was sitting behind the mirror over there watching your previous conversation. So yeah, I know your name. I also know you’re not a dumbass. However, you are full of shit," Luke said casually with a shrug and continued. “I’m just here to help you de-shittify yourself. Think of it as an emotional enema. Sounds awful but makes you feel so good afterwards," Luke said.
Behind the glass Thing One leaned close to Rhodes. “Is de-shittify a word? I like it,” he said with a wink.
“I already told the other guy everything I know. I don’t know what you could possibly want," Halvers continued.
“You mean, what could we possibly want from a dead man?”
Halvers shook his head in annoyance. “If that’s the case then I’m certainly in hell.”
Luke laughed, “Funny,” he said. He connected to Bosco quickly and knew his approach was having the desired effect. He could sense Halvers’ heart rate rise and smell the new perspiration forming. The fact there was a significant age disparity between the two of them was creating tension. He could tell Halvers was used to pushing people around. Having to sit here with someone so young, in a position of power was killing him. He decided to use that as leverage and throw a little gas on the fire. He shot Bosco a series of pictures, to which the dog quickly responded.
The hair on Bosco’s back shot up as he got up from the carpet and slowly stalked over to Halvers’ chair. He began to bear his enormous canine teeth and emit a menacing low growl, staring him down as if he was just trying to determine what part of his face he’d bite off first.
Halvers was shocked, and everyone behind glass started shitting bricks.
“What the fuck?" Rhodes said, turning to One and Two.
“That’s cool,” One lazily replied, 
"What the hell are you doing?" Jack shot Luke a thought. 
"I’ve got this. Don’t freak ... and tell Rhodes not to either. Let me play this out," he replied.
“So along with being able to sit, fetch and roll over, my dog here has an absolutely magnificent bullshit detector,” Luke said
Rhodes shot Jack a WTF look. Jack shrugged and grinned, “Don’t worry, Luke’s got this,” Jack said.
Halvers was bewildered, looking at Luke and the dog trying to figure out what the hell was happening.
“Seriously Glen. I mean it. He can literally sniff out a lie. Funny thing is, we all  talk about hating bullshit in the abstract. Well Bosco here, he takes it to another level, gets pissed, and starts biting the shit out of things, people, you name it." Luke turned to the dog. “Sit, B.”
“Okay ... " Halvers said as if he was trying to calm down a lunatic.
“No Glen. It’s more than okay, it’s really fucking cool," Luke said, smiling.
From the other side of the glass Rhodes looked at Jack. “What in Christ’s name is he doing? If that fucking dog of yours hurts that sumbitch, I’ll put him down myself!”
“Don’t worry. He’s just working an angle. Bosco won’t bite him," Jack said, hoping he wouldn’t. He’d never seen Bosco act that way before and he was starting to wonder.
“Okay. Truth or dare. I’ll ask you a question and you can either lie or tell the truth. Up to you. But seriously, the big, brown, toothy fucker who’s growling at you ... well, he wants you to lie so he can eat your face," Luke said, shrugging as if it was just a minor oddity he felt the need to point out. Halvers was completely scared shitless.
“Let's get a bullshit baseline. Sooo, here we go. Who was the first person you had sex with?" Luke asked.
Halvers paused. “What?" 
Bosco’s growls started getting louder and he was beginning to stand up. 
“Becky Moynin!" Halvers finally shouted, shaking in his seat. 
Bosco growled louder and began stalking him again.
“Ok Glen, wrong answer. You care to amend that statement?”
He stared at the dog coming toward him again. “Robert Samples!" he finally shouted.
Bosco wagged his tail and backed off. 
“Experimental phase or life choice?" Luke dead-panned.
“Experimental," Halvers shot back, clearly pissed.
“See? That was the truth. Completely and one hundred percent dog verified. I told you it was cool," Luke smiled and nodded his head at him like he was a kid getting ice cream. 
“Ok, next question. What was the nickname your mom used to call you?”
“Rabbit!" He blurted. Bosco wagged his tail again, still growling.
“This is good. We’re starting to get somewhere. Now, why don’t you tell me how long you’ve been involved with the Organization?”
His eyes got wide. “I don’t know what you’re talking about." 
In an instant, Luke knew there was a lie and ‘told’ Bosco what to do. Bosco shot up, snapping and barking, jumping up on Halvers’ chest. All Halvers saw were snapping teeth and felt eighty pounds of pissed off dog standing on his chest, Bosco’s mouth lather spraying on him.
“Bosco," Luke said calmly as the dog sat back down, teeth still bared and growling. Luke turned to Halvers. 
“Now Glen, that was a lie. The next time you lie, I’m not going to stop him." 
Luke sat back in his seat and ordered Bosco to lay down. He changed the subject. “You know you’re dead right? I mean not literally, but everyone thinks you’re dead. I heard the other gentleman tell you, but you don’t really believe it do you?”
Halvers shook his head. 
“Your business acquaintances tried to kill you ... I believe they’re called the Organization, and I’m pretty sure you know why." 
Luke let him marinate silently for two straight minutes. 
“Don’t believe me? This is who organized it," Luke said as he picked up his phone and showed him a picture of Beth. “She was the one who organized the hit and sent the young lady to your room. You’ve seen her before, right?" Luke asked.
Halvers shook his head in recognition, while Bosco growled a bit, but otherwise stayed put.
“Yeah me too. She was my brother’s girlfriend. Hot, I’m telling you, but a bitchy psycho killer," Luke remarked casually. “Glen, tomorrow the news outlets will report on your untimely death. I’ll be happy to bring you newspapers or watch the news with you over a ham and egg biscuit, but I think you know I’m telling you the truth. My brother’s ex knows what you and Magnus were up to. I can’t believe that comes as a surprise to you ... I mean, you know what they do to people who step out of line. 
Halvers rubbed his head, his situation becoming clearer. 
Luke continued, “We want to know about the Organization. You’re in the ‘nothing to lose’ category ... I think you know it. Your life as you know it is over, and it’s time to think about your second act. The sooner you tell us what we want, the sooner you can get on with whatever new life you think you want. 
Luke could tell he still had Halvers’ full attention. “So now, can you please tell me what you know about the Organization now so my dog doesn’t have to rip your face off?”
It didn’t take long for Glen Halvers to bare his soul. Everything he knew started tumbling out of him, while Rhodes wrote down notes feverishly in the next room, despite all of the recording devices. The more Halvers talked, the more evident it was the Organization really didn’t trust its members much either. He described his occasional one on one meetings with someone named Draper, conference calls with other’s, delegates and the recent meeting in Memphis. He told them he didn’t know all of the member companies, just the ten or so other major industry ‘Delegates’ he’d met. He didn’t know Draper’s first name or who he was other than a stiff corporate type who had the look and feel of someone who could either dissect your balance sheet or kill you without remorse, depending on what was required.
“So you recognized my name," Luke said. “Tell me about that.”
“I recognized your last name. Draper has been going on and on about a Jack Glasser. Apparently he views him as a threat. Says he knows more than he should about the Organization’s market machinations than he should,” Halvers said.
Luke nodded as if he knew who Draper was. “Why does he think that?”
“Market trades are all I heard about. Other than that I don’t know much,” Halvers replied. He could tell Luke wasn’t buying it and continued. “Look - you don’t get it. Part of the beauty of it is I don’t really have to do or know much. Draper, or the Organization, takes care of everything. I’ll give him a heads up on any merger and acquisition activity, new products … if we’re going to hit our numbers or stuff like that. Or maybe occasionally he’ll suggest I look into a specific acquisition or new vendor relationship. However, the beauty of it is we’ve never done anything unless it makes sense to the company. That keeps us out of lawsuits and the prying eyes of the SEC.
“What do you get in return?” Luke asked.
“In return, he has a broker I use that gives me advice about a certain stock or position I should take. Always in a company that I know nothing about, with executive teams with whom I have no connection. There’s never any direct link to show insider trading and I’ve never been questioned once. There’ve been times where I wanted to pull the plug - some of the stuff he’s told me looked like shit six months in - but part of the arrangement is there’s a minimum nine month hold period where I can’t sell or do anything. But, I’ve never been burned. He’s always right, after nine months I always make out.”
Luke nodded, appreciating the beauty of it all. As long as the major corporate heads involved were making money - in an apparent legitimate fashion - no one would say a thing. He could also tell Halvers was holding back. 
“So how did you go from trusted “Delegate,” to being on the shit list? Other than throwing your lot in with Magnus?" Luke was sure he saw the flash of recognition, the nonverbal cues suggesting Glenn Halvers was finally recognizing  he was a man who was truly fucked. 
Halvers took a deep breath of resignation. “I had a pet project. When I said all I had to do was give a little information, well there was more. There were contributions that needed to be made. They were done by selecting a series of vendors who would then invoice us - in effect for nothing. That’s where the operating budget came from. I knew there were money laundering facilities - one was a weed farm, and I’ve heard of others too. What and where they are exactly, I don’t know and didn’t want to know. I just knew the expenses we subsidized were never enough to flag an audit,” Halvers said.
“Where does your pet project fit into all of this?” Luke asked.
“One of the Operations Directors reached out to me. He asked about a guy who worked for me, then started talking about a plan to use my employees past research to create a food blight then own the cure. Some virus he said. It would have created billions in value for my company. My employee said he could do it ... it was a no brainer,” Halvers said
“Magnus, right?” Luke interrupted. “Magnus was the Operations Director you mentioned?”
“Yeah ... but how do you know?”
“Don’t worry about it ... go on,” Luke chided.
“Well at the Memphis meeting - the board meeting - I found out Magnus died in a plant fire at the Greenleaf facility. Draper was pissed because he didn’t realize Magnus had a side deal working and he was working with me on it.”
“So Draper didn’t have a clue Magnus was helping you on the side project?” Luke asked.
“No. I’d even loaned Magnus someone to help. I just assumed Magnus told him everything," Halvers said.
Luke smiled. He could tell that Halvers was lying. To make his point, he had Bosco start growling again. 
“Glen, that’s bullshit.”
“Fine," Halvers said, putting up his hands. “Magnus wanted me to back him if and when he could pull off a coup against Draper. I just told him what he wanted to hear. I had my doubts he’d ever get close to pulling something like that off. Draper never knew I had agreed to back Magnus, he was just pissed I’d been testing Magnus’ product and deployed it.”
Thoughts flashed between Jack and Luke, Jack asking a million questions seemingly all at once.
“What do you mean you deployed it? You didn’t actually spray that shit anywhere did you?” Luke asked, his face registering disbelief.
“Of course I did,” Halvers responded incredulously. “Well, not me. Gomes, my employee did it, actually. I have had the virus as well as the vaccine. Seemed to be working too, Gomes just needed more time to complete testing. When Draper found out, he went into a rage. He said it didn’t work, but from what I’d heard from Gomes, it worked. 
Luke shook his head in disbelief. “Glen, after talking to you, I’m starting to appreciate this guy Draper’s decision to kill your ass. You’re a weapons grade fuck up!”
Halvers jaw dropped, immediately taken aback by the abrupt change in tone.
Luke continued, “There’s no antidote, cure, vaccine - whatever you want to call it. What they had never worked. And do you know how I know this? Because the guy who created it confessed to my brother it didn’t work. It’ll sure as shit kill plants, but the vaccine won’t fix a damn thing. That’s why they killed him.”
Halvers’ expression told Luke everything he needed to know. 
“But you know that already," Luke said, scanning his reaction.
Halvers’ shifted in his seat. “That’s what Draper said, but I didn’t know for sure. I thought he may be trying to make me squirm.” 
“Well he is, you dumb motherfucker,” dropping any pretense of sparing his feelings. “Compliments of your boss and his blonde haired psychopath. And no," finishing Halvers’ unspoken question, “Not dead as in ‘pretend dead’ like you, but really fucking dead. The same person who wanted your death to look like an accident, put a bullet in his skull." 
Glen Halvers’ face went white as he truly began to understand his life as he knew it was truly over.

Chapter 19
“I Need My Jet”
Jack and Luke were parked in Rhodes’ office when he came storming in, muttering a stream of curse words that would make a sailor blush. He slammed the door behind him and parked himself on the corner of his desk.
“Well, gentlemen. This has turned into a shit show of epic proportions. We’ve got the Organization doing business as usual, a potential pandemic waiting to happen and the scientist who started it all, deader than shit. A goddamn nightmare scenario.”
The brothers sat quietly, reluctant to break the silence. 
“Is it time to call the CDC?" Jack finally asked.
“And tell them what exactly? We say anything and that’ll send out a big signal flare to the Organization that we’re on to them, that Halvers ain’t dead and they’ve got a rat in their midst! These guys are ruthless and smart. They’ll shut operations down, and do underground so friggin’ quick it’ll make your head spin. We’ve got to keep going. We can’t screw things up now!”
“Well at least you’ll be able to stop Beth, right?" Luke asked, trying to make the best of a bad situation.
“Her? She’s a cog in the machinery. There’s probably more like her out there. Won’t even be a blip on their radar,” Rhodes said.
“So what are you going to do?" Jack asked.
“Well it ain’t going to be calling the CDC, that’s for sure. We do, however, need to contain that crop, eradicate it and see if there’s a way to finish what Gene Gomes started,” he looked at Jack as he said it. “You up for it?”
“Me? You want me to finish it?" Jack asked.
“Can you think of anyone else? You tell me. You’re the goddamned genius.”
Jack couldn’t argue with the logic. He and Luke sat in silence firing thoughts into each other’s head, evaluating the pros and cons and calculating the odds of their success. Within moments, they had agreed it was the only way.
“I guess I’ll need to get out there," Jack said.
“That’s a negative, son. I can’t have you out in the open right now. You represent the most likely path to success and I can’t put you in any type of dangerous situation until we’ve fixed this mess,” Rhodes said.
“You damn sure didn’t give a shit when you were using us as bait," Jack shot back.
“This is different. The stakes are higher and the Organization is cleaning up. There’s reason to believe they may still turn their attention back to you. As of now, you’re critical to the mission." Rhodes cracked his knuckles. “All that aside, it doesn’t stop you from helping find this shit," he said looking at Luke.
“How is using him any less dangerous?" Jack blurted out.
Rhodes was about to speak when Luke interrupted. “The Organization was never after me. I’m really nothing to them, or I’m not as important to them as you are. Don’t forget, no matter how smart you are, I’m right there with you on most things, better at others. You certainly couldn’t ask for a better set of eyes and ears in the field than me," Luke said, alluding to their mental connection.
Within minutes it was settled. Luke would search for the crop and Jack would focus on the lab work required to eradicate the virus. 
As they finalized plans, Jack suddenly blurted out, “Shit, my gear went up at Greenleaf!”
“What gear?” Rhodes asked.
“I had a self designed spectrometer and DNA sequencing kit that are completely burned to hell and back.”
“What about the data? Gone too?”
“No. I’ve got that. It was  backed up to the cloud. I’ve got the data and can analyze it, but  for continuity sake, if I test anything else it’ll need to be on my gear. The problem is  it’s home grown, and destroyed. 
“Could you build another one if you had to?" Rhodes asked.
Instantly a detailed set of schematics popped into his mind. Sharing it with Luke simultaneously, he nodded, “Yeah, I think I can.”
Rhodes nodded approvingly, “Well then, let’s get to it.”
He led the brothers back out to the work area where Amin and Quan were sitting with the other employees. Rhodes called them over and instructed Jack to put together a parts list. Sensing Jack was a perfectionist, he told him to have his crew do the grunt work while he focused on downloading and cleaning up data. 
Rhodes turned his attention to Luke. “I’ve had my associates speak with Glen Halvers again.”
“The fingernail pullers?” Luke asked.
Rhodes let the smart-ass comment slide. “They’ve narrowed the virus test site to three potential areas.”
“What the hell? Three possible sites? Give me and the dog five minutes with that sad ass motherfucker and I guarantee his memory will improve!” 
“No it’s not like that. He’s not lying. He doesn’t know. He gave Gomes the option of three plots, but he doesn’t know which one he actually chose. With Gomes pushing up daisies, narrowing it down to three plots are about as good as we’re going to get.”
Luke’s mind started running in overdrive. “So it’s December now, too cold for anything up north. Global warming has pushed traditional seasons out of whack by about a month, so I’d say we’ll be looking in California or Texas,” Luke said.
Rhodes nodded. “Yeah,” a little dumbfounded by the speed in which Luke figured it out. “Right again.”
“So I need my jet," Luke said, kicking into overdrive. “Just give me the coordinates and I’ll be wheels up in a couple of hours.”
“Whoa, Tex. No private jet, I need you to be low key on this. My guess is ‘Low key’ may be a new thing for you.”
“Shiiit," Luke adopting Amin’s best Atlanta accent. “I can do low key. Just how low do I need to go?”

Chapter 20
A Hooker’s Name
That’s fucking low," Luke said, as he looked at the beat ass twin turboprop parked in the hangar. It’s going to take forever to get there is this piece of  ... ass ... garbage," Luke said, stuttering, finding himself at a loss for words for the first time.
“Jesus, princess. Sorry this isn’t up to your usual standards. I told you low key and this is as low key as it gets in the world of air transportation. There are thousands of these things running around and you’ll be completely anonymous, which is exactly what we need,” Rhodes said, enjoying watching Luke squirm.
“But ... it’s so fucking gross ... ” Luke began to say, but was cut off when the pilot exited the bathroom. His dismay was clearly obvious to Rhodes and the pilot, his mouth hanging open several seconds too long.
“Hi there tiger,” the pilot said as she walked up to shake his hand.
“Un-fucking believable,” he screamed inside his head, temporarily losing a bit of control and leaking his thoughts to Jack.
"What are you talking about?” Jack asked.
“I’m standing here with Nastity ... I mean Chastity Banks. The girl who roofied me up and screwed Quan in the Greenleaf vault. She’s my fucking pilot!”
Jack didn’t say anything for a moment, but Luke could tell his emotions weren’t mirroring his. Flaming gleeful was a more accurate description of Jack’s. 
“Quit bothering me and Just grow a pair. I’m busy over here,” Jack replied. 
Jack severed the connection immediately. Luke quickly returned his attention to the beautiful woman standing in front of him.
“Well ‘Hi there’ to you Nastity ... I mean Chastity," he said, as he shook her hand.
Unlike ninety-nine point nine percent of the normal female population, she didn’t slap the shit out of him or flinch after he delivered his smart-ass remark. Instead she just smiled and held eye contact as if she was meeting a disabled child. 
She acted as if she hadn’t heard him and turned to Rhodes. “I’ve activated the flight plan can most likely make it to the first site before dark. If we get a move on," she said cutting her eyes toward Luke.
“Ok. That’s what I want to hear. Glasser, stow your gear and take a piss now if you need to. No mid-air bathroom breaks for you cupcake," Rhodes growled. “You two need to haul ass.”
Luke cut his eyes at Rhodes as Nastity left and began doing her pre-fight inspection of the aircraft.
“I forgot. You two know each other," Rhodes said with a shit eating grin.”
“Yeah, I’m sure you did," Luke said sarcastically as he tossed his gear in the rear seating area and climbed into the plane.
__________
“You did what to the fucking body?" Sarina heard Beth scream from the living are of their New York hotel. 
“I just ordered a casket and you tell me he was cremated!" Beth pretending to be a distant relative. “What do you mean he had no next of kin, children or wife? I’m his sister!" Beth screamed.
The hospital morgue administrator offered her profuse apologies while holding the phone away from her head to keep the screaming from damaging her hearing. She was spared additional pain and suffering when Beth hung up abruptly.
Sarina heard the phone slammed into the cradle from the other room. “What’s the problem?” she asked walking into the other room.
“Fucking Halvers was cremated." Beth screamed.
“So? What does it matter? Dead is dead. It’s not like we were going to his funeral.”
Beth cut her eyes at Sarina. “I wanted to see him.”
“Why?”
A silence hung between them long enough for Sarina to  understand what was happening. “You don’t trust me? Is that it?" Sarina asked.
“I didn’t see the body," Beth replied calmly.
“Well I did goddamn did, and believe me, he was fucking dead. If you had any doubts, why didn’t you do it yourself? You send me out to do a fucking job - one I didn’t want to do - I’ll remind you, and I did it," Sarina threw her phone at Beth. “Look again dammit. I sent you the picture of him!" she shouted.
Beth picked Sarina’s phone off of the sofa and handed it back to her. “I don’t like loose ends is all. I trust you, it’s just ... when shit like this happens, I’m paid to be suspicious.”
Sarina took a seat on the sofa, talking to herself out loud. “I didn’t think I could do it. At least I didn’t until he hit me.”
“Hit you?” 
“Yeah, he was into the rough stuff. Apparently the escort service knew about it. Anyway, he hit me when I wasn’t expecting it, and all I felt was rage. I never wanted to kill anyone so bad in my life," Sarina hunched her shoulders as if the weight of killing a man was too much to bear.
Beth sat down beside her and stroked her hair. “You did the right thing. He was a shithead and worse, he was a danger to your employer. No one is going to miss him. That’s for sure.”
They sat, consumed in their own thoughts when Sarina finally broke the silence. “You still don’t trust me, do you?”
“I don’t trust anyone. But, after everything - even in spite of the fact Magnus hired you - I’m getting there. You got me out of Greenleaf, patched me up and have done everything asked of you. I guess I trust you ... or at least I trust you as much as I can for now,” Beth said.
“Then why are you always going to the other room for your phone calls?" Sarina asked.
“Habit I guess. Just talking to the boss," Beth said with a sigh.
“Well what does the boss have to say these days?" Sarina asked, checking the stitches on Beth’s leg.
“Basically we’ve got bigger problems than Halvers, Gomes, or Magnus for that matter. It looks like their fuck ups are haunting us from the grave." She saw the question mark on Sarina’s face. “Gomes never told Magnus or Halvers the viral vaccine didn’t actually work. He was bullshitting his way through it and never figured it out.”
Sarina looked at her. “Yeah I know it didn’t work. Otherwise he wouldn’t have told Jack Glasser." She saw Beth’s eyes flicker when she mentioned Jack’s name.
“That’s not the problem,” Beth said, as if repeating the sequence of events back to herself to see if she’d missed anything. “Magnus gave Halvers the toxin. Told him the vaccine worked. Halvers sprayed a test bed with the stuff and at this point we don’t know where. It’s potentially a big shit storm that could come down on Agrifuse if anyone found out. That’s the best case. If the stuff is as bad as Jack told you it might be, then it’s an epidemic waiting to happen.”
“That’s what Jack said … what you said,” Sarina whispered. “So what’s the plan? What are you going to do?”
“We,” she corrected Sarina, “Are going to wait until the ‘Boss’ finds out where it is. Then we are going to make sure it’s destroyed.”
“Never a dull moment," Sarina said, as she removed her shirt and pulled Beth close for a kiss.
__________
Luke sat in the co-pilot seat listening to Chastity talk to ground control preparing to take off. For once he was quiet and at a loss for words. He watched her check dials, gauges, her perfectly manicured fingers moving effortlessly across the cockpit instruments.
They were an hour into a five and a half hour flight to a small airport just outside of Hico, TX before Luke finally spoke. “So, you miss Quan? He hasn’t heard from you?" he asked referencing the sexual encounter he witnessed between Quan and her at Greenleaf.
“So after all this time, that’s all you got? Men are so jealous,” she sighed.
“Me jealous? In your wildest dreams, Nastity.”
She cut her eyes at him and smiled. “Right,” she said.
Luke squirmed in his seat acting as if he was searching for something on the ground. She wasn’t giving him anything and certainly wasn’t rattled. Cool as a cucumber and driving him crazy.
“You know I thought you were dead. I went to your apartment - for the lunch appointment you missed, and you weren’t there,." he said, in a huff.
“Well, I appreciate your concern. Sorry I missed our date, however, I was abducted by your brother’s girlfriend and her ape-like partner and wasn’t able to RSVP.”
More silence.
“But Quan? Really?" he finally asked.
“Is that what you’re poking your lips out about? That I had sex with Quan? Let me remind you I thought I was about to die and be burned to death. He just happened to be there. I figured if I was going out, I’d at least take my mind off of it.”
Luke thought about it and couldn’t find fault with her logic. After a few moments, he softened up a bit.
“So the time with me, since you weren’t in imminent danger of being burned alive, was different? 
She laughed. “Yeah, that was different,” she smiled.
“I bet it was," Luke puffed himself up.
“You were a job," she added sarcastically.
“Best part of your job I’d bet.”
“Are you always this cocky?" she asked.
“Maybe," he grinned. He quickly changed the subject. “So what’s your real name? It can’t be Chastity.”
“Why not? What’s wrong with Chastity?”
“It’s a hooker name, that’s what.”
“For your purposes, I’m Chastity. If you don’t like it, feel free to call me Chas.”
“Maybe I’ll just call you ‘Titty,’ that works too," he smiled, saying ‘Titty, titty, titty,’ in rapid succession like a four year old with a new word.
She flicked the intercom button off, silencing him and gave him the finger. “Fuck you Rhodes,” she muttered to herself.

Chapter 21
Slightly Damaged
Beth lay in bed staring at the ceiling, listening to the soft breaths of Sarina nearing sleep. She grabbed a loose pillow and put it under her leg to ease the throbbing of her knife wound. Her mind raced, trying to make sense of the events of the last few days. She was lucky, and she knew it. Preparation had always been the hallmark of her trade. Normally cool and collected, she completely went off script and charged into an unknown situation in Atlanta which almost cost her life. She was pissed at herself for being so reckless, however, she had to admit to herself she’d never felt more alive at the same time. 
She thought about the hell she had endured in Bosnia as a child during the war and quickly pushed it out of her mind. She was a different person now, not a weak child. The past year, however, had been one of the toughest she’d endured. Certainly not physically, no ... her time playing the role of Jack Glasser’s girlfriend was something most women would die for. He had money, and was good looking. A decent guy that actually cared about her. During her time with him, she had every conceivable luxury, but it wasn’t real. She was playing a part in a year long play with no intermission. 
When she first met Jack she’d been convinced she’d be able to find out how he’d infiltrated the Organization’s financial planning operations. He was an easy read, insecure and uncomplicated. But, she soon found out there was much more to him. He was brilliant in a bookish way, slightly damaged with disarming looks and unthreatened by a strong woman. He was also good in the sack - she smiled thinking about being with him. In another time and place, he would have been everything she ever wanted. But then again she was damaged too. Damaged beyond repair, leading a life too complicated to ever think about some school girl fantasy. She was trapped inside the Organization every bit as much as Jack was in his own anxiety.
She chewed through her encounter with Gomes. If she’d only known the virus had been deployed, he would have lived - if only for a while - to tell her where it had been deployed. But that hope was as dead as he was, the threat to the Organization paled in comparison to what might lie ahead in a remote piece of farmland. Draper had told her to let it go, but she couldn’t. A piece of the puzzle rattled about in her head she couldn’t see where it fit.
She got up and went to the mini-bar to grab a vodka to take the edge off and help her sleep, knocking her jacked off the corner of the chair in the dim light. Her keys fell out of her pocket, jingling as they hit the floor. The random puzzle piece finally snapped into place as she flicked on the light. She opened the closet door, pulled out her overnight bag and tossed it on the bed.
“What are you doing?" Sarina asked groggily.
“Fixing this. I’m going to find the damn test facility,” she said rummaging through the bag. She finally stopped, her expression showed victory as she pulled out a set up keys.
“What’s that?" Sarina asked.
“The keys I took off Gomes," Beth said.
“I don’t get it. You’ve already searched Gomes’ place. There was nothing about his work with Magnus there," Sarina said, sitting up.
Beth walked over and showed her the keys. “You see what I see?”
Sarina furrowed her brow as she looked at the keys. A moment later she said, “Car key?”
“Car key. The car was the only place I didn’t search.”
Before Sarina could respond, Beth grabbed her phone and stormed into the living area closing the door behind her as she called Draper. He picked up on the first ring. “I think I may know how to find where Halvers deployed it. I need a jet and I need it quick.”
“Where should I tell the pilots you’re going?" Draper asked.
“Back to Atlanta,” Beth said.
__________
Back at Rhodes’ secret task force building, Jack poured over archived Organization data. Some of it looked too cheesy to believe, almost like bad marketing material from a local strip mall center, touting the opportunities to rebuild Iraq. He’d seen stuff like that before at military and government trade shows, so none of it was particularly informative … hell, everyone wanted a piece of the rebuilding effort. 
However, the documents that were more compelling were those which appeared to be operational timelines for military action, overlaid with specific public infrastructure to be destroyed. So much for winning hearts and minds. When combined with the odd looking symbols used to black out certain text, it looked like a systematic plan to blow shit up and a list of potential bidders to rebuild it all. He just needed a key to break the code and make sense of it all. The sheer scale of it all was daunting and he felt as if he was running in quicksand.
His head began to hurt and the dog needed to pee. He walked to the roof and pulled out a joint out of a pack he had rolled at the hotel, coughing out the lemony fumes of Sour Diesel as he lit it. He heard the door to the roof open and the crunch of Rhodes’ boots on the rooftop gravel.
Rhodes stood beside him looking over DC bathed in the late afternoon sun, staring disapprovingly at the joint in Jack’s hand. Jack shrugged as if to say he couldn’t help it. Rhodes held out his hand, and after a quick double take, Jack handed him the smoldering roach. Rhodes took a man-sized hit and quickly handed it back, turning back to the city view as he coughed.
“They let you do that? It’s still illegal according to Federal Law," Jack said.
“Shit, I’ve been officially dead for years and in case you haven’t noticed, none of this shit we’re doing is strictly legal according to federal law." 
“Well, this is about the only thing that’s helped me get by," Jack said pulling out another and lighting it. “Prescription meds never worked. Plus they’re the real gateway drugs anyway,” shaking his head.
“So I’m legally dead and you’re, what exactly? I mean your condition, that is. Why the hell do you need it?” Rhodes asked.
“Headaches, anxiety, you name it.”
“From the lightning strike?”
“I guess. Or maybe the firehose of information I was hooked up to afterwards. I don’t think it’s natural to have too much information rattling around up there,” Jack said, pointing to his head.
“Does it affect your brother?” Rhodes was curious now.
“Not really. I mean other than being a dick sometimes and having poor impulse control, no, he doesn’t have any of my physical symptoms," Jack said, knowing full well, Luke had never “Accelerated” again after Quan’s original project, which was probably why he wasn’t breaking down physically like he was.
Rhodes shrugged in response, looking back out over the city. “I always wanted to paint. I mean, aside from being a Marine and killing shit, painting was the other thing. I think if I could, painting might relax me.”
Jack suddenly tamped out the coal on his smoke. “Nobody knows what this Draper guy looks like do they?" Jack said, more of a statement than a question.
“No, why?”
“Because I can paint. I can draw, I can sketch ... I’m pretty good at it,” Jack said.
“Well go fuck yourself twice. You’re smart, rich and you have a talent. Good for you,” Rhodes said sarcastically.
“No, you’re not listening. I’m not being an asshole. I can sketch. I’m every bit as good as a police sketch artist and we happen to have a guy downstairs who has actually met Draper.”
It finally dawned on Rhodes as his eyes lit up. “Well goddamn. Come on Picasso, let’s get to it!”

Chapter 22
Red Thong
Three hours later Chas and Luke circled farmland outside of Waco, TX about to put their flying shit bucket of a plane down on a stretch of pavement which had euphemistically been listed as an airport runway. Obviously someone in Texas had a sense of humor. The landing jarred the hell out of them, tires finally hitting enough pot holes to slow them down. Coming to a stop he gave Chas his patented “Is that the best you could do” look, while tossing his headphones in the backseat. She rolled her eyes and gave him the finger.
True to his word, Rhodes left an honest to God Department of Agriculture pickup truck parked near one of the three hangars. The airport was tiny, not much more than an unattended strip of chewed up blacktop in the middle of nowhere, existing to serve only a few crop dusting operations and their pilots who tried to make a little money on the weekends giving flying lessons. There was nobody there except them.
The pickup truck proved useful as they navigated a web of dirt roads which were nothing more than access paths for heavy equipment such as tractors and combines. They found the first site near dusk, however, came up empty. They confirmed it was an Agrifuse facility by the no trespassing sign posted on the gate. However, after cutting the lock on the gate and driving the perimeter of the field, it was apparent nothing had been planted there in some time. Strike one.
 
Chas paid for two rooms in a small, ancient looking motel near the airport with an attached diner and gas station, opting to get an early start in the morning instead of flying into a non-lighted, unattended rural airport at night. They were both hungry and in need of a shower, so it was a no brainer.
They dumped their gear in their rooms, cleaned up and met a half hour later in the diner, opting for a booth in the corner, Chas sitting with her back to the wall with a clear view of the door and the kitchen.
The conversation started slow picking up pace by Luke’s second beer.
“So now we’re co-workers, how was it I became your assignment?” Luke asked.
“You mean the Greenleaf thing?” she said, sipping her soda. “They needed a girl and as you can tell I fit that description. We picked up bits and pieces of random chatter with the Glasser name popping up a lot. Nobody at Ag, she said using the short version of their employer’s name, had a clue about Greenleaf, your brother or anything having to deal with the scope of the Organization's efforts against him. At the time, based on your lifestyle, you seemed to be a much more likely target for questionable activity," she said through a smile.
“So you thought I had something to do with the Organization?”
“Wouldn’t you?” she replied.
He shrugged in agreement. “So now I’m clean as the driven snow, here we are. In the middle of friggin’ nowhere looking for a toxic plant crop that could ruin the world. Have to admit, in a week’s time my life has taken a few interesting turns," he said.
They downed a couple of burgers, greasy enough to lube a tractor, swore off the fries and were back in their respective rooms immediately after dinner, in preparation for an early start the next morning. Luke tossed and turned unable to sleep for the better part of an hour trying to push Chas out of his mind and focus on the bigger challenges that lay ahead. It wasn’t working. He kept replaying snippets of her in his mind, her electric smile and perfect figure dancing in his head like some avant garde screenplay. 
He was jolted out of his thoughts when he heard a knock on the door. Answering it, he saw Chas standing in the breezeway twirling a red thong sporting a thousand watt smile.
__________
A thousand miles away, Beth and Sarina threw their gear into a rental car, at the Dekalb airport outside Atlanta, the very one Rhodes had used a few days before. It was almost eleven p.m. and traffic was light. Beth ran through several scenarios in her mind as she drove, trying to determine the most likely situation they would encounter. She doubted anyone would still be keeping watch over Gomes’ place, since he was of no value to anyone anymore. Plus whoever had been waiting for her previously, had suffered substantial losses. It would be highly unlikely they’d spend their resources watching an empty apartment. She just hoped whatever person or group had been so focused on Gomes and his apartment that they’d forgotten about the car. She had the keys, so she felt fairly certain the car would have fallen through the cracks.
Sarina sat next to her with her laptop open looking for likely places Gomes would have parked his car. The apartment building was old with only six apartments spread out over three floors with no designated parking. She looked closely at the map and saw several areas near the apartment that looked like construction zones at the time of the satellite photo. From what she could tell there was nothing obvious except street parking.
They drove slowly down the streets bordering Gomes’ apartment, looking for a BMW. Occasionally Sarina would push the panic button on the key as they drove near a group of parked cars. It was on the second loop around the building Sarina saw the parking garage, built in the same area as the construction zone she’d seen on the map. Beth guided the car up the ramp to the public parking area on the second floor. Beth stopped and Sarina got out, surveying the interior of the parking structure while pressing the panic button, pointing the key in a variety of directions.
Within moments they heard what they were hoping for, a car horn blaring on the floor directly above them. They drove to the next level and quickly found a blue three-series BMW backed into a parking slot near the corner exit. A thin film of dust covered it, obvious to the occasional passerby it hadn’t been used in a while. They parked beside it, and quickly unlocked it. The interior lights were burned out and the garage lighting was poor. Beth grabbed her flashlight from her bag and started a thorough search of the driver and passenger area when Sarina touched her arm at the same time a beam of light swept over them, a rent-a-cop security SUV pulling in, blocking both of the cars.
The rent-a-cop was a heavyset white guy, baby faced despite being in his late thirties. He blipped his noisemaker and slowly eased himself out of the SUV, right hand resting on the butt of his pistol, holstered in a patent leather officer’s belt which looked a size too small. His pear shaped midsection fell over the front of the belt, straining the buttons on this shirt and causing his cheeks to be a little rosier than any man would have wanted. He walked with a cocksure manner clearly indicating his ego was in better shape than his body.
“Help you ladies?" he asked striding, up to the hood of the car.
“No thanks,” Sarina replied. “Just looking for something.”
“You the owner of this car?" he asked?
“Yeah, I’ve got the key. I just lost something,” Sarina, replied.
“Well Miss, that thing’s been sitting here a while and there’s no decal. This has been parked in the reserved area.”
“I’m sorry. I’ll move it out of here now," she said.
The security guard licked his lips as he visually undressed both of them. “There’s liable to be a pretty big parkin’ tab on it. I can’t let you move this thing till all the fines are paid. I was going to put a boot on it this week,” he said.
“Come on, that’s crazy. I just need to find what I’m looking for and I promise I’ll be back tomorrow to pay any fines," Sarina said.
“Why don’t you just let me see your ID first. That would be a good start.”
“That’s actually what I’m looking for. My wallet fell out of my purse and I can only assume it fell out in here.”
He pondered her statement for a moment, then addressed Beth who had been conspicuously silent. “What about you blondie? You lose your ID too? Why don’t you let me see it,”
Beth smiled and walked toward him, trying to hide her slight limp. She shook her head and pursed her lips. 
“No, I don’t have mine either," she paused for dramatic effect. “What do you think it would take for you to let us off with just a warning this time?" she asked with her most provocative smile.
The guard was clearly eager to come up with a suitable fantasy for two gorgeous women to fulfill on a slow night and, mentally chewing on a few scenarios, when Sarina took advantage of his preoccupation with Beth to deliver a crushing fist to his right ear. He wobbled mightily, going down on one knee, his eardrum shattered and the top of his jaw broken. She delivered a round-house kick to the nose, knocking him to the pavement, unconscious and bleeding.
Beth looked at Sarina with her eyebrows cocked.“Where’d that come from?" she asked.
“Dad was an MMA fighter before he left us. Plus I hate rent-a-cops.”
Beth raised her eyebrows in amazement. “Good to know," she replied. “Come on. Let’s get this fat tub of shit into his car.”
They both looped an arm under his and drug him around the vehicle after Beth had moved it from blocking their exit.
“Careful for your stitches,” Sarina said as they propped him in his SUV and checked for a dash-cam. Luckily there was none.
“See if Gomes’ car will start. We need to get it out of here. I don’t want any more surprises," Beth said.
As soon as Sarina climbed in the driver’s seat and successfully started Gomes’ car, she heard a pop - like a firecracker - then saw Beth walking away from the SUV, small twenty-two caliber gun in her hand. As they drove past the guard toward the exit, Sarina could see the small bullet hole in the guard’s forehead.
 
Sarina followed Beth to the condo in Buckhead where they had spent the better part of a month until recently. Beth punched in the code for the garage access and followed her to what used to be their old parking area. They were lucky in such a high end facility there were garages within the parking structure, much like one  would find in a stand alone condo. Beth got out, punched the keypad raising the double door to the two car garage. Sarina parked beside her.
With the garage door down, Beth turned on the bright fluorescent garage lights and began inspecting the BMW, looking for anything Gomes may have hidden or left behind.
Within twenty minutes they found a USB fob buried under the seat. Sarina quickly popped it into her laptop only to find some homemade porn Gomes’ had written, directed and starred in along with what appeared to be a fifty dollar hooker. Sarina cringed as she quickly scanned all the files, determining they were nothing more than variations on a theme and worthless.
“Nothing here unless you want to see Gomes naked," she shouted at Beth from across the garage.
“Thanks, but I’ll pass.” Beth kept looking and within fifteen minutes her search had paid off. In the trunk, underneath the spare tire, was a small folder. She quickly scanned the documents and found what she was looking for. “Bingo. Found it!” she shouted. Looks like we’re going to California.”
__________
Jack’s wrist was sore and his fingers cramped from drawing. He kicked the sofa where Glen Halvers was sitting, now slumped down, dozing off.
“Dammit. Wake up!" Jack was exasperated. He had been sitting with Halvers for over four hours and it was readily apparent though Halvers may have known Draper, he never actually looked at him with anything resembling an eye for detail. It didn’t take a shrink to see Glen was about as self absorbed as any human could possibly be, and aside from remembering in great detail every one of his major accomplishments - which he felt compelled to share with Jack - he was borderline worthless. Jack had drawn, erased, redrawn and redrawn again, owing to the poor memory of the only person they knew who had actually seen Draper. He was getting more pissed by the moment.
Halvers woke up. “Yeah, what? You done?”
Jack glared at him as he handed the sketch pad to Halvers, knowing he was engaged in a futile effort.
“That’s him!" Halvers said, lurching himself upright on the edge of the sofa. “You nailed it. That’s him alright!" 
Jack quickly grabbed the sketchpad and pushed the intercom button. Thing One, walked in, yawning and tired, and unlocked the door. 
Jack was in Rhodes office in a flash. “Got him!” he said triumphantly, tossing the pad on Rhodes’ desk.
Rhodes, who had been staring at his computer screen rubbed his eyes, and looked down at the face staring back at him from the sketchpad, drawn with near photographic precision.”
“I’ll be  goddamned! So that's the sum’bitch?” Rhodes said with a smirk.

Chapter 23
Pent Up Anger
Early the next morning the Ag office was a beehive of activity. Quan and Amin had taken it upon themselves to assemble Jack’s spectrometer as well as concoct the recipes for his custom reagents that would help in identifying whatever strain of virus Gomes ultimately cobbled together for Halvers. Jack still had the data he’d taken from Gomes’ samples at Greenleaf however, he had no clue as to whether it was the same stuffHalvers infected his test crop with. It could very well have been an earlier version, the only way to know for sure was to test whatever Luke could find and bring back. Without it, the roadmap to a vaccine would lead nowhere.
The spectrometer was coming along. Rhodes had his team working overnight to either find parts or scavenge them from other devices. Jack had no clue how they had been able to gather the parts list so quickly, however, with the President in your corner and a mandate to either bend or break rules to stop a potential catastrophe, he wasn’t surprised.
Quan was pulled off the equipment project leaving Amin to finish. He sat in Rhodes office with Jack and the former marine staring at the picture of Draper Jack drew.
“This looks like a photograph," was all Quan could say initially.
Jack let the compliment slide. “So are you clear with what we need to do?" He asked.
Quan bit his fingernails and nodded. “Yeah, but breaking into military databases could get me in trouble.”
Rhodes looked at Jack as if to ask ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’
Jack shook his head and looked at Quan. “Just stop it. For once just quit being your semi-Asperger self! I know for a fact you’ve trolled the shit out of every fucking military database in existence. Don’t start with me now," Jack glowered.
Quan shot a quick look of self satisfaction. “Yeah, I have. All I’m saying is this isn’t some backdoor operation. I’ll be running this against every picture in the military archives. That’s a big job batch. It would be impossible to spin up the necessary compute clusters on the sly. I don’t see it without having real credentials.”
Rhodes snapped his fingers and yelled to the kid with the horn rimmed glasses through his door. 
“Hey. You still have the exploit into the DOD’s Active Directory?" Rhodes asked.
“Yeah. Whattaya need?" the kid replied.
“I need you to grab a set of ironclad creds that will allow him to run a big ass query into active duty and archived military personnel records,” Rhodes commanded.
Quan looked over at Rhodes and his employee. “If you’ve got access to their Active Directory, then that makes life easy! We can be more discreet and use lower level credentials to find and download the photos without using any of their compute resources. We’ll be invisible as long as we tweak the firewalls. We can just run the comparisons in real time in the datacenter here as we download the photos.
The guy with the Horn rimmed glasses nodded approvingly.
“Well alright then. Get to it," Rhodes said.
__________
Chas and Luke woke up early, fueled the plane and were wheels up by six a.m. Both were crossing their fingers the next site, around two hundred miles from the previous one, would be it. If not, then they would be California bound, staring down the barrel of an uncomfortably long flight. 
Luke stared at the GPS coordinates on Chas’ I-pad suction cupped to the dash. “Looks like we’re getting close to the airport,” he said.
He saw Chas wrinkle her face, glancing at the screen then looking back down at the ground. “Hmm," she muttered.
“What ‘Hmm’?" Luke asked, craning his head around trying to see what she saw.
She began her descent and closed in on the airstrip, but at five hundred feet and four hundred yards out, she could see her worst suspicions were correct. The runway was a mess with large chunks missing from the pavement. It looked like a scene from Afghanistan. She began to pull up.
“That sucks," Luke said, looking down at the airfield. “What now?” 
“Good question. The nearest airport is a hundred miles from here and we’ll have no transportation waiting for us. It’ll take time for us to get a rental car. I know for a fact Rhodes won’t be able to get another truck over there under three hours. Burning through so much time, we’ll be screwed if this plot isn’t the right test facility.” 
“Why don’t we just do a flyover and see what we can see?" Luke suggested.
“That might work," she said as Luke fed the GPS coordinates of Agrifuse’s second facility into the navigation app.
Within ten minutes they had made two passes over the facility, Luke staring out at the brown prairie land through high powered binoculars.
“Want to take a look?” he asked, handing the binoculars toward Chas. “I’ll take the controls for you.”
She looked at him and frowned. “You’re a pilot?" she asked in disbelief.
“Yep. Certified for multi-prop. Getting jet certified as soon as I have time," he said with a grin.
She grabbed the binoculars from him. “Take the controls,” she said as she looked out over the field.
“I didn’t see anything. Do you?” Luke said.
“No. I don’t think this is it." 
Luke tapped the fuel indicator on the dash and quickly did the calculations in his head. “We’ve got the fuel. Looks like we’re off to California.”
Chas nodded and smiled as she resumed control of the airplane, and contacted DFW tower to log a change in flight plans.
“I hope you brought a bikini," Luke said, grinning from ear to ear. “Would be a shame to waste a California trip.”
She cut her eyes at him seductively. “As soon as we’re done with this, I have no intention of wearing anything for a while." 
__________
Beth and Sarina had previously sanitized the Atlanta condo days prior, now all left to do was dispose of Gomes’ car, get to southern California and find the Agrifuse test facility. They wiped the BMW down and left it in a Walmart parking lot on the way to the airport where the jet was, fueled and pilots ready to make the cross country flight.
As they settled into the Gulfstream V, Beth viewed the opulent interior - its seating capacity for fifteen - as an excessive waste of fuel and resources just shuttle two people across the country. She came from nothing and now worked for an organization funded by excess. After ten years of high end jets, cars, hotels and houses most people would have become accustomed to luxury, but not her. She was practical and efficient, viewing waste, of all types, with disdain. Years of working for people who spent more on decorating a bathroom than most of the population lived on for a year, hadn’t changed that. It was also the biggest lie in her relationship, or rather job, with Jack Glasser. She acted a part, abusing credit cards and focusing on the trivial. She was what every man hated, but secretly wanted. 
The culture of excess, had also become a small but increasingly nagging fissure between her and Draper. Draper wasn’t just her employer, friend and confident. He was, in essence, her father. The one who had rescued her from Bosnia and horrific conditions that claimed the lives of her family. He had raised her as his own daughter. Still, after all of those years, she didn’t share his obsession with wealth, and like most daughters, the complex relationship with her father was strong, but not perfect.
There was, however, a sense of momentary satisfaction knowing Draper had most likely commandeered the jet from some corporate asshole. Just the thought of potentially ruining a weekend romp with a mistress or having to stoop so low as a commercial flight gave her a small measure of satisfaction.
She considered the depth and reach of her employer. Draper had created something few criminals could ever dare to contemplate … the largest corporate criminal network in the world, and he didn’t actually own anything. Being officially dead, he was invisible. He operated the Organization as an invisible hand, unknown to anyone except his top twelve board members. He was similar to the CEO in any large corporation, known and revered by many, seen by only a select few. Draper had a fearsome reputation, however, between management skills and his ability to keep everyone’s pockets lined and out of jail, he was invaluable, less feared and more revered these days. Although the jet was technically ‘borrowed’ from one of their members, his ability to snap his fingers to have anything he needed at a moments notice, was still something to behold.
Sarina and Beth were the only people in the plane with the exception of the pilots and an attendant. The attendant initially tried to engage them in small talk, relieved two normal looking women were in her care instead of the usual corporate assholes grabbing her ass and wanting blowjobs. However, she quickly abandoned any hope of female to female bonding during the trip when Beth gave her a look that could cut steel and asked for privacy for the duration of the trip. The attendant took a seat in the galley and wasn’t seen for the rest of the trip.
 
Sarina was equally lost in thought. The benefit of old school tradecraft - dead drops and anonymous pay phones - was it worked. If used correctly, the best way to keep an operative’s cover intact. The downside was limited real time communication. Weeks could go by without contact with Rhodes. This was the first time Sarina had been included in an operation where she had no way to let Rhodes know what was happening. She was essentially on a high wire without a safety net. Her only consolation was for once, the Department of Agriculture and the Organization were working toward the same end. At least that’s what she assumed.
After an hour in the air, resting their eyes, Sarina finally spoke. “Why did you have to do that to the security guard?”
Beth looked at her with amusement. “When you say ‘Do that,’ do you mean kill him?”
Sarina nodded.
“And you would have kept him alive?” Beth asked, confused.
“Probably. He didn’t know anything.”
Beth shook her head. “He saw me, and he saw you. That’s enough. Leaving witnesses isn’t an option. We’re part of something bigger here," she quickly pivoted. “What did you do before Magnus found you?”
“You know. We’ve been through this before. I was with the Department of Agriculture,” Sarina replied.
“Right. Focused on compliance, blah, blah, blah. I know you said that, but before then?”
Sarina paused to carefully unpack the story she and Rhodes had created for her. “I was a police officer in DC.”
Beth smiled. She already knew the answer, but she continually looked for inconsistencies with anyone’s story. It was what she did. “Explains a lot," Beth replied.
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve got an edge that didn’t get sharpened by riding a desk at a government agency," she paused. “Don’t tell me sexual harassment or some other bullshit caused you to leave.”
“How would you possibly know that?" 
“Well for starters, no one beats the shit out of a security guard when they don’t have to. A simple show of force - a gun to his head - or for that matter, letting me take care of things, would have worked. But you kicked his ass instead. Pent up anger.”
“What are you? My shrink now?” Sarina asked.
“God no. Me? I’m way too fucked up to pass judgement. I just see what I see.” 
Sarina let Beth’s words hang. “Like I said. I don’t like cops,” Sarina sighed.
Beth wove her fingers through Sarina’s, sharing and arm rest. “Well we do have that in common.”

Chapter 24
Speculation Project
The spectrometer looked like a middle school science fair project, but it worked. Or at least it would work once Jack’s proprietary software was loaded and tested. They were lucky to have standard scientific instruments at their disposal - specifically a chromatograph - so they could calibrate the unit once the software was installed.
Quan was busy in the corner of the lab, using his newly created credentials to make his way on to the real Department of Agriculture’s site and backdoor himself into the DOD’s military databases. The key would be to remain invisible. He rewrote a subroutine to mimic the original archival code to reroute the backup personnel photos to their servers. Horn Rimmed Glasses happened to be skilled in the subtleties of networking and domain spoofing so in the unlikely event anyone noticed Quan’s handiwork before he deleted it, they’d never be able to figure out where the files had been sent. 
Jack was seated in Rhodes office, like an expectant father. 
“A lot going on,” Rhodes commented, watching him fidget.
“Yeah. Pretty much. You heard anything from Luke & Chastity?" He asked, already knowing the answer. Being hardwired into his brother’s head was a lot faster than a phone call. 
“Texas was a bust. They’re off to California. This better be the one, or we’re fucked. I’ve moved some people in place to make sure there’s no problems." 
Jack stared at him blankly. He had no clue what Rhodes actually meant by a ‘few people.’ That could mean two people or a virtual platoon like the one that scooped them up in Canada. 
Rhodes changed the subject. “How’s the ‘speculation’ project shaping up in there?”
“It’s a spectrometer, and it’s good so far. We’re close. As soon as we get some plant material we’ll be good to go.”
“About that. Getting samples to test, testing them and then figuring out what the hell it is - that’s one thing. Figuring out how to neutralize it is another. Am I right?" Rhodes asked.
“Yeah. Gomes had been working on it for a while and couldn’t get it right.”
“But you’re a smart sum’bitch. I’m not going to be left holding my dick if you can’t make it work, will I?” Rhodes prodded.
Jack rubbed his head. He was in need of an edible or a trip to the roof. “I think I can do it. There’s just a lot of variables. Plants metabolize things differently. Just because we know what goes in, doesn’t mean it will look or act the same once it works its way into the plant’s cells. We may be cutting and pasting stuff together for a while trying to see what works.”
Rhodes looked up to the ceiling as if to the heavens. “Sounds like you’re hedging. If I had to bet, I’d say I’ll be left holding my dick," Rhodes said
Jack shrugged in reply.
“How’s it coming with your retarded genius over there?" Rhodes asked, pointing to Quan in the corner.
“I’ve got a higher degree of confidence with him. He’s doing a good job of covering his tracks. To do it right, we need to siphon off data instead of fire-hosing it. It’s the best way, but it takes more time,” Jack said.
“Shit. Time is the one thing we’re in short supply around here,” Rhodes said, exhaling loudly.
__________
Beth and Sarina landed in Bakersfield and rented an SUV. It smelled of smoke and heavy use, though it only had twenty thousand miles on the odometer. They were both tired. Even with the four hour in-flight nap, they were beat from the previous night. Sarina logged the coordinates into her mobile phone GPS, Beth in the driver’s seat.
“So what are we going to do when we get there? Other than confirm something’s been planted. Will we even know if it’s infected?” Sarina asked.
“Whether it’s infected or not, we’ve got to clear that site. There will be a local there giving us a hand. They’re going to spray it, knock it down and turn it over. We’ll just need to make sure the plot stays fallow for a while until it’s safe.
“Impressive," Sarina replied.
“What?”
“Getting it all  together so fast. We only found out last night," Sarina said.
“You have no idea. When things need to get done, they get done," Beth replied.
They made their way through the gate, and drove the hard packed dirt road bordering a corn field that looked to be at least ten acres. They found an older latin man sitting on the tailgate of a pickup truck, parked in the far corner of the field. The corn stalks concealed him from view of the main gate. He had a sandwich in hand, the wrapper moving slightly in the breeze as he ate his lunch. Behind him, a combine and two tractors - one with a sprayer and one with a disc for turning under the remaining plant material - were parked and ready to go.
Beth spoke Spanish while the man listened intently, happy to be paid handsomely for a routine job which wouldn’t take more than a day. While she confirmed the logistics of where the harvested crop would be taken, Sarina walked over the edge of the field, taking a closer look at the infected crop. It looked healthy at first glance, but on closer inspection she could see faint purple markings on the leaves. It didn’t take a trained eye to see the ears of corn were much smaller than normal.
The man finished his sandwich and cranked the combine. The first step of the process would be harvesting the corn, cutting the stalk almost down to the ground. Spraying herbicide on the field and plowing the remaining vegetation under would be step two.
Sarina stood with Beth, leaning against the hood of their SUV while the combine belched black diesel smoke and prepared to make a first pass.
‘We need to stay here?" Sarina asked.
“At least until he harvests it. We can leave when he starts spraying.”
“What after that?” Sarina continued.
Beth looked out at the combine, set against a clear blue sky. “I guess we get back to the original mission.” 
“Jack and Luke?" Sarina prodded.
“Yeah, Jack and Luke. Their employees too for that matter." 
Sarina made a face as if something had just occurred to her or made a connection she missed. “Isn’t it hard?” She asked.
“What?” Beth asked, cutting her eyes.
“Killing someone you were with for so long ... someone you know so well?”
Beth looked off into the field, pondering the question. “Who really knows anyone?" she said absently. 
“After a year, I think you know," Sarina continued.
“Only if both people want their true nature to be known. Jack certainly didn’t know mine, and I’m beginning to think I didn’t know his. I was around him for almost a year and couldn’t catch a glimpse of how he collected and extrapolated data on Organization companies or market moves. The truth is I thought he was an open book. He wasn’t and I failed,” Beth said.
“So now we put him down," Sarina said coldly.
Sarina’s words hit Beth like a fist. Beth was a killer. A living breathing ‘Act of God’ waiting to happen at Draper’s command. She was Darwinian in her approach to life and death, forged in the fire of ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and never had a second thought about putting anyone down. Certainly not Gomes. But now, thinking about Jack’s fate, something was off. Whatever was happening to her was new. She had to shake it off. She had a job to do.
“Yeah," She replied to Sarina. “Put him down.

Chapter 25
Industrial Strength Jeans
Chas and Luke closed in on the third site which was just south of Porterville, CA, a rural area in the breadbasket of California. 
“Want to do a quick flyover like before?” Luke asked.
Chas looked at her fuel. It was getting low. “One pass. We’re on fumes.”
Luke quickly changed the waypoints in the nav from the airport to the Agrifuse facility upon their descent. Agrifuse owned considerable acreage in California, especially in this area. The site was positioned at the base of a foothill, however, knowing didn’t help. Everything abutted the hills and the patchwork of active farmland made it impossible to identify the small plot from the air. Unlike Texas this time of year, growing season was in full swing. They’d need eyes on the ground.
The airport in Portersville was a single stretch of runway, but in better shape than their previous stops. They buttoned up the aircraft, called for fuel service and found the Ag truck Rhodes left for them. 
Chas called Rhodes with a quick status update.“We’re here. Couldn’t see anything from the air. We’ll be there in forty-five," she said.
“Fine. This better be the place. I planned to have a few assets on the ground to meet you, however, there’s been a snag. They’re a couple hours out. Get your samples, and hustle back for now. We’ll need to eradicate that shit, but we’ll do it later. I’ll try to get you another aircraft to expedite the trip back. Looks like Fresno will be the easiest.”
She hung up and let Luke drive the truck.
“What was that about?" He asked.
“Nothing. Said he’ll have a few people to clean up after we’re done. Other than that, we’re on our own.” 
“Great," Luke said sarcastically.
“On the plus side, he’ll have a jet waiting for us in Fresno for the return trip.”
“Well, now you're talking. Finally proper travel accommodations,” he said with a smile.
They made their way from Portersville passing through the expanse of farmland, framed against the backdrop of Sequoia National Forest. The air was clean, the windows down, each lost in thought. 
Luke took advantage of the break to connect with Jack, who quickly brought him up to speed on what was happening at Ag. He was most interested in Quan’s progress in identifying Draper, annoying Jack enough to find Bosco so he could connect and see the picture Jack had drawn of him. Connecting to Bosco was easier lately, as he eyeballed a photo of the sketch on Jack’s phone while Jack looked over Quan’s shoulder.
“So that’s him?” Luke asked.
“Yeah. That’s the guy who wants me dead," Jack reminded him.
“Think Quan can find him?”
“Maybe. If you’ll remember, he found Beth and saved our asses back at Greenleaf.” Jack shot back.
“You mean your ass," Luke reminded him.
“Whatever.”
“He’s an interesting looking human ... gotta give him that. If I was a gay man, I might be all over him,” Luke said  sarcastically, referring to Draper.
Jack gave Luke the finger and laughed, waving it front of Bosco. “You've got issues," he said as he cut off their connection.
“What are you thinking about?” Chas asked, staring at him, knocking him out of his thoughts.
“Whattaya mean?”
“You were off in space. Smiling and moving your lips a little,” she said.
Luke grinned seductively, “I was just making up lines in my head. Something clever to get you out of those industrial strength jeans later on.”
“You’re sweet. Such a romantic," she replied sarcastically.
Luke looked down at his GPS. “Take the next left. We’re almost there.”
Ten minutes later they were parked in front of an open gate at the Agrifuse test field.
“What the hell?" Chasity muttered, looking across the field at a combine slowly chewing up the crop they’d come to sample. She quickly took out her phone and called Rhodes.
“Someone’s here. They’re cutting down corn in the test field. Either it was scheduled or someone beat us to it," she said to Rhodes.
“Goddamn it! How far along are they? Can you stop them?” Rhodes shouted through the phone.
“They’ve finished three quarters of the job.”
Rhodes let loose another string of curse words. “You’ve got to get those samples. You can’t let them leave with that shit either ... it can’t leave the site! You’ve got to shut it down. Use your Department of Agriculture creds if you have to. Whatever you do, be careful. We don’t know who the hell they are." 
Chas grabbed her bag from the rear jump seat and fished out her Official Department of Agriculture ID.
“What’s the plan?” Luke asked.
“We’ve got to put a stop to whatever they’re doing. That’s the plan.”
“But you don’t even know who they are,” Luke said.
“For the moment, we’ll assume it’s just a guy doing his job," she said, grabbing her Sig P-239 pistol and jammed a clip of nine mil parabellums in the grip. “If not, then this may come in handy.”
Luke sat for a second, mouth open. She’s so fuckin’ cool,” he thought to himself. One of the hottest women he’d met. Five feet, eight inches of aeronautical and military skill packed into an athletic frame with curves in all the right places - wrapped in an exterior that didn’t rattle, exuding confidence. She was also a redhead, which didn’t hurt. He sat admiring her while at the same time, ready to shit his pants. She put her gun in her waistband at the small of her back and donned a windbreaker.
‘You got another one of those?" he asked, eyeing her pistol.
She raised her eyebrows. “Feeling a little inadequate?”
“Fuckin’ A!”
“Don’t worry. This is a last resort. Nobody, not even a hard-ass wants to screw with a Federal Officer, even if it’s only Ag. The shit-storm that would ensue isn’t worth it. My guess is they’ll do what we ask, pack up and split,” she said.
“What the hell do I do?”
“Just try your best to look like a Federal employee instead of some rich asshole. That would be a good start." She put the truck in drive, “And try not to talk." 
They drove through the gate taking a left onto the perimeter path instead of the right Beth and Sarina took, the shortest route to cutting off the combine as it made another pass. Luke’s head hit the roof as she sped over potholes and grass clumps. Her aggressive driving worked, beating the combine to the end of the row. She parked the SUV in the drivers line of sight, got out and waved her arms for him to stop. 
The combine came to a stop twenty yards from the truck. The driver disengaged the cutter, and let the big machine come to an idle, rolling down his window to see what she wanted. Chas held up her Ag ID.
“I need you to stop what you’re doing," she shouted to the richly tanned driver. She noted he was around sixty and on the surface didn’t appear hostile. He nodded, and waived her up to the cab. She pushed her way through corn stalks, grabbed the handrail and climbed the ladder onto the driver side platform. Luke stood near the truck doing his best to look annoyed yet engaged.
Across the field Beth noticed the combine stop and idle. From her vantage point it looked as if someone was talking to the driver. She reached in SUV and pulled out a pair of binoculars. “Fuck!" Beth shouted.
“What?" Sarina asked.
“We’ve got company." Beth reached into her bag and pulled out a pistol. “You armed?" she asked Sarina.
“I haven’t carried a gun since I started working with you. Why would I have one now?" she asked, pissed she had nothing to protect herself except charm and a pair of running shoes.
“Fuck," Beth muttered again. She put her arms through her shoulder holster and donned a fleece jacket. “Probably nothing,” she looked at Sarina. “The story is we’re here on orders from the CEO of Agrifuse to clear this out. They probably won’t say shit. If something does go wrong, get in the truck. If things go really wrong, there’s a small backup carry in a holster in there," Beth pointed to her bag.

Chapter 26
Taking Fire
Beth and Sarina drove toward the combine casually, getting close enough to see a man near a pickup truck blocking the row. What looked to be a woman, was busy speaking to the driver, standing on the driver platform ten feet off the ground, using her hands as she spoke.
“Let’s see what this is about,” Beth said, pulling up  near the rear of the large idling combine. “Let’s go.”
They exited the SUV, Beth in front  with Sarina a few feet behind her. The stalks of the recently cut corn protruded about a foot out of the ground, requiring care as they wove their way to the drivers side.
“Hey! Can I help you?" Beth shouted toward the woman, suddenly catching a glimpse of the pickup truck and Luke standing near it. Glancing back up at the woman, she did a double-take, recognizing her almost too late. 
“Get in the car!” Beth shouted to Sarina, simultaneously pulling her weapon and squeezing two rounds at the auburn haired woman she now recognized as Chastity Banks.
Chas was absorbed in an unsuccessful conversation with the driver of the large machine. He spoke only Spanish leaving her to speak slowly, gesturing like a mime as if it would help. Luke was having fun watching her pantomime at a distance. Chastity was oblivious to the SUV pulling up behind her until they began to shout at her. Luke was too. 
It took one beat too long before Chastity recognized the two women walking toward her, both were hidden initially from Luke's view. Her adrenaline spiked as she saw the woman taking the lead was none other than Beth Colby, the Organization’s top enforcer and world-class bitch who had tried to kill her once before. 
She saw Beth draw her weapon, sending two rounds screaming her way. She threw herself down on the platform’s steel grate, pulling her pistol from her waistband on the way down, making herself as small as possible. She returned fire yelling at Luke to take cover. Beth moved with catlike skill, quickly finding cover behind the massive tractor tire while returning fire. Chas’ bullets hit the ground where Beth had been standing, close to the other woman who quickly leapt out of the way. The woman rolled as she landed and ran back to the truck.
“Shit!" Chasity thought to herself, realizing she almost hit Sarina, one of her own.
Luke watched the action unfold in slow motion, freezing momentarily at the sight of Beth and her dark haired accomplice. He saw Beth pull her weapon, but his attention was locked on Sarina. Dark hair. A running suit. It hit him like a brick, realizing it was the woman from Jack’s dreams! Sarina from Greenleaf! He made up his mind in a flash. Hiding by the truck wouldn’t help him or Chas. Chas was a badass, but Beth was a trained killer who did this shit for a living. He had to find an edge … some way to help draw Beth away from Chas, or at least a plan that didn’t involve waiting to be shot. 
He sprinted into the cornfield, concealing himself in the tall growth, circling behind Beth and Sarina. What he’d do if he was successful? He had no clue.
Sarina saw Luke’s face twist as he recognized Beth. He stared at her in bewilderment a little too long, then dove into the corn. Dirt flew up in front of her as several bullets hit the ground in front of her. Looking up she saw her fellow agent firing in her direction. Her instincts took over as she dove out of the way and ran to the SUV. She quickly located the small .38 revolver Beth showed her earlier and threw the holster on the ground.
Beth had taken cover behind the large combine tire, giving Chastity no clear line of fire. 
Sarina yelled and quickly caught her attention. “I’ll get Luke!” she yelled, then sprinted into the corn.
Luke cursed at himself, leaves hitting his face as he ran through the corn. He accidentally opened his connection to Jack, who quickly sensed danger.
“What’s happening?" Jack shouted in Luke’s head.”
“Beth’s here. We’re in a firefight. Chas is nailed down. Tell Rhodes to pull something out of his ass and get some people here now!” Luke screamed in his head and cut the connection, focusing on his next move.
He could sense he was close to the edge of the field as more light began to flicker through the stalks. He stopped quickly taking a deep breath and gathering his bearings. He was about to continue when Sarina stepped in front of him, gun drawn, targeting his chest.
She stood still, blue eyes boring through his skull, pistol level with no visible tremors. There was no doubt she was about to pull the trigger.
“What the ... " Luke began shouting, but she put her finger to her lips and motioned for him to get down on the ground. 
He dropped down quickly. She did the same and duck-walked closer to him, lowering her gun. She barely spoke above a whisper, interrupted only by the sporadic volley of gunfire between Beth and Chas. “What the fuck are you doing here?" she asked.
“What do you mean what am I doing here? What the hell are you doing here? Who the hell are you anyway?” He whispered back loudly.
“Cleaning up this shit," she said. I’m on your side.”
Luke didn’t say a word, just stared at her. 
“Department of Agriculture. Rhodes Goddammit!” she said.
“Rhodes sent us here,” Luke said. “It ever occur to you to let him know?" Luke asked.
“There was no time. It’s not like I can break cover at will," she said, brow furrowed.
“Whatever. This is fucked. Chas is up taking fire. I can’t let her get hit!”
Sarina thought for a moment, then gave Luke her gun. “Hit me.”
“What?” he replied, in dismay.
“Hit me, motherfucker! I’ll run out, tell Beth you’ve got my gun and we’ll haul ass out of here!”
“Will that work?
“You got another plan?" She watched Luke take a little too long to think about it. “Come on. Do it! We’ve got to hurry!”
Luke stood up and delivered a solid fist to Sarina’s nose and mouth, putting her on her ass. She wiped her bloody nose, eyes on fire.
“You told me too!" he said holding up his hands.
“Get a little carried away?" she asked, visibly pissed. 
“Maybe there was some pent up shit I had to get out,” Luke shot back.
“Yeah, well ... fuck you too,” she said, quickly getting up and focusing. “You need to get out of here. Go back to your truck and stay down," she said, then turned and ran out of the cornfield.
Chas traded a few volleys with Beth, however, neither was in a good position to get off a good shot and neither wanted to expose themselves. She heard Sarina scream something to Beth about going after Luke. Her heart raced. She didn’t know if Sarina would recognize Luke or not. With the scope of Rhodes’ operation and his unwavering rule undercover operatives do whatever they have to do - including taking a life - to preserve their cover, she was terrified Sarina might inadvertently put Luke down. I have to get off this goddamn platform!
She saw Sarina stagger out of the corn and run toward the SUV. She fired a few rounds in her general direction so there’d be no question Sarina was the enemy. Sarina quickly cranked up the SUV, backed it up and turned around to pick up Beth, swinging the passenger door open in the process.
“Get in!" Sarina shouted.
Beth hesitated, then ran into the open and emptied her clip at Chas, a round hitting the driver’s door of the combine. She threw herself into the front seat, as Chas returned fire at a cloud of dust.

Chapter 27
Ten Foot Ditch
Jack ran to Rhodes’ office out of breath. “Beth’s there. They’re in a firefight!” he yelled.
“What the hell are you talking about?" Rhodes’ confused at Jack’s sudden outburst.
“I got a call from Luke," he lied, not divulging his psychic connection. “You have to get someone out to the Agrifuse field. Beth is there shooting at them ... they don’t have much time!”
“Goddammit!" Rhodes shouted, getting up quickly. He grabbed his phone and called the eradication team. He barked a few words then hung up
“They’re an hour out," he said, to Jack.
“Christ! It’ll be over by then," Jack shouted.
__________
Back in the California cornfield, inexplicably, the combine driver put the big machine in gear and gave it slightly more throttle. The combine began to move slowly, inching its  way toward the truck. She tried to push herself up from the steel deck, but was completely stuck, her belt buckle wedged firmly between the serrated steel grates of the platform. The grates were only an inch or so apart, leaving her no space to work her hands between them to unhook her belt. She saw Luke dart from behind the truck.
“Get off!" Luke screamed 
Chas tried to respond, but her words were lost to engine noise.
Luke stood on the ground waiting for her to get up and tell the driver to stop, however, nothing happened. She just lay there.
Shit! She’s hit! He thought to himself. He ran toward the combine. It was moving slowly, however, he had to run through the corn to avoid the massive thresher blades hanging from the front. 
When he was clear he ran to the ladder, hooking his arm around one of the steps, pulling himself up. He quickly made it to Chastity.
“Are you hit?" he screamed!
“No. Stuck! It’s my belt!
He quickly dropped down one rung of the ladder, grabbing the handle and swinging himself under the platform to see what was caught. He saw the belt buckle clearly stuck between the grates. He tried to reach it, but couldn’t. He made a snap decision and swung his entire body around the backside of the angled ladder, holding on precariously as he saw the ground below buckle under the weight of the massive tire that would crush him to death if he fell.
He tried not to think about the possibility as he worked his way up the back of the ladder like a circus performer. Locking his knees on the ladder like a trapeze artist, he held on with one hand, loosening the belt with the other. He unfastened it and yanked on the buckle, pulling it through Chas’ belt loops until she was free.
He threw the belt down, grabbed a rung with his other hand and tried to make his way to the other side of the ladder. He was fighting gravity now, finding it harder to gain enough leverage to swing himself around.
He saw Chas move quickly down the ladder, avoiding his fingers and feet. She grabbed hold of the rail and shot her hand out to him.
“It’s not good! I can’t pull myself around!" Luke shouted!
Chas looked down and saw the huge tractor wheel, ready to devour him if he fell. He was clawing at the ladder, trying to regain his grip. He wouldn’t last long.
“We just need to swing you out of the way!" she said, motioning to him.
There was no time for him to argue. He saw Chas wrap her arm through the ladder and steady herself.
“On three!" she yelled!
He took on hand off the ladder and grabbed her hand as she counted. On three he kicked himself from the backside of the ladder, the only thing keeping him from certain death was Chas’ ferocious grip! As soon as he sensed he was free of the massive tire, he let go. He tumbled into the corn, missing the wheel by inches at most.
Chas saw him land safely, and quickly turned as she heard the horrific sound of crunching metal as the large tire of the combine slowly began rolling  over their pickup truck!
She had to stop the driver, and bounded back up the ladder. The driver was slumped over, unconscious or dead. A large pool of blood covering the side of his shirt. She threw the driver’s door open and checked his pulse. He was gone. She pushed him off the controls as he fell to the side, supported only by his armrest. She looked at the assorted pedals and levers, unsure of how any of it worked. She squatted down, grabbing the driver’s leg and belt, heaving him out of the chair onto the floor between the seats. 
She jumped in the seat and quickly began searching for the right combination of pedals and switches to stop the huge machine. She quickly jammed her foot on a pedal she thought would be the clutch. Nothing happened. She remembered her grandfather’s tractor as a child, the throttle a lever on the side of the steering column. She grabbed the same lever, pulling it down, only to hear the blades activate and the thresher begin to rotate. Nothing was working! She felt under the dash frantically and found what she was looking for - the key! She quickly turned it and cut the ignition but not before running out of level ground. The large machine fell into a steep ten foot deep ditch. The impact threw her on the steering wheel, knocking her breathless.
Luke watched in awe as the combine ran over the truck, crushing it with ease. “That’s not good," he muttered to himself, quickly getting out of the way. He saw Chas frantically trying to stop the machine, wishing he was in the driver’s seat. He saw images and detailed operational manuals suddenly pop into his head, no doubt thanks to Quan. He could have stopped it, but it was too late. The big machine was still rolling and there was nothing he could do. He jogged after it, careful not to get too close, suddenly alarmed by the huge ditch directly in its path.
“Even worse," he said, watching the combine roll into the ditch, it’s engine suddenly quiet. It came to rest at an extreme angle, in no danger of rolling over, but would be a major pain in the ass to extricate. He ran down the edge of the ditch, tripping over a vine and tumbling to the bottom, coming to rest on something that felt like an air mattress.
He wiped the dirt off his, hands smeared with some sort of putrid goo that found its way in his mouth. He wiped his eyes clear with his shirt sleeve, coming face to face with a bloated decaying body!
He rolled over and threw up, his whole body in retaliation from the repulsive smell and taste.
He heard Chas open the door and climb down from the combine, but he couldn’t move. Dry heaving on all fours.
“Holy shit!” was all he heard as he felt her put her arms under his armpits and pull him up, and walk him away from the body.
She sat him down on the embankment, took off her jacket and used the fleece lining to wipe off his face and hands.
“That’s nasty," she said. “You ok?”
Luke shook, nodded then bolted upright, shouting. “Fuck that’s disgusting!" letting out an impressive stream of expletives before stopping to take a breath. “Unbelievable," he said, finally.
Chas sat down on the embankment throwing herself back on the dirt in a reclining position. “That was out of hand." 
Luke sat down beside her, regaining his composure, but careful not to look at the body again. “You OK? That was a hell of drop off.”
She looked down at herself. No blood. Or at least none was her own. “Yeah, but I think our ride is toast.”
“Completely fucked," he said.
She got up and walked over to the corpse a few yards away. The body was in an advanced state of decay, most likely there for a few days. She noted it was largely intact. Unusual since predators and scavengers would have normally begun to take it apart.
“Wonder who he is?” Luke said standing behind her.
“No clue. Does anything strike you as odd?" she asked.
“You mean other than finding a dead man in a ditch?”
He walked around the body and got a closer look. He could see where his hand had punctured the chest cavity when he fell. He suddenly noticed what Chas was referring to.
“Holy shit! His internal organs have liquified!” he shouted.
Chas walked up the embankment and stood near the truck examining the damage. “Looks like a monster truck victim," she said.
Luke walked up behind her. “Tractor victim. Much worse," he said walking around the crushed mass of metal.
The entire front end of the truck was completely destroyed, including most of the cab. She pulled on the mangled driver side door, unable to make it budge.
“Somewhere in there is my phone,” she said.
“You can administer last rights, ‘cause it didn’t make it," Luke said.
She walked around the back to the perimeter road, kicking clumps of dirt, pissed and letting out a stream of profanity.
“It could be worse,” Luke said, trying to lighten the moment. 
“How exactly could it be worse? We almost got killed, the bitch got away, we’ve still got a field full of this shit and a body that looks like it’s infected with Ebola! Worse, we’ve got no comms and we’ve got no ride!" 
“Shit." Luke muttered, realizing she was right. They were in a fix. He looked across the field surveying the damage. He nudged Chas and pointed to the combine driver’s truck. 
“That’ll work. Maybe he’s got a phone on him." She jogged back to the combine, climbed the ladder and searched the driver’s body. “Nothing here!" She shouted.
Luke quickly jogged across the field, Chas not far behind him. He reached the truck, opened it and searched the truck. Flipping down the visor, the keys fell out. Chas came up behind him.
“No phone, but we’ve got these,” he said, dangling the keys. 
“You drive. I’ve driven enough for one day,” she said. 
They jumped into the truck almost making it to the gate before Luke remembered they were about to leave without grabbing any of the samples they were sent to retrieve.
“Hold on" he said, as he jammed on the brakes and ran to grab plant material.
“That would have sucked," Chas said as she slumped in the passenger seat.
They drove a couple of miles to a crossroad gas station with a payphone on the side of the building. Chas called Rhodes and Luke bought a couple of waters with some loose change he found in the truck.
They pushed the truck to the limit, making it to Fresno in forty five minutes. True to his word, Rhode’s had a Learjet 35 prepped and ready for their departure. It was older and it’s well worn upholstery had seen plenty of asses, but it was functional and fast. The combine had crushed whatever belongings they had in the truck, so they travelled light, bagging the plant material and stowing it in the back. Rhodes had provided them with a pilot as well. Chas co-piloted during take off, then flopped down on the cabin sofa, nodding off almost immediately.
 
Luke lit up his connection with Jack and outlined the events of the day.
“So the body ... are you serious? Liquefied organs?" Jack asked.
“Yeah. It was fucking disgusting. I got decomp all over me." 
Jack was quiet for a moment. “What do you mean, all over you?”
Luke quickly understood what his brother was asking. He hadn’t given a thought to the ramifications if the body was virulent. If it was, he was fucked the moment some of the decomposition fluids entered his mouth. He quickly shared his fears with Jack.
“I’ve got to tell Rhodes. They’ve got a team on the way. They’ll need some way to quarantine the body. Maybe you as well.” Jack said.
Jack quickly went to Rhodes and told him the situation.
“What the hell are you talking about? What is it? Rhodes prodded.
“No clue really. Other than what Luke described about the body, I don’t know anything more than you. All I can say is from what he told me - and based on being found in a field with infected plant matter - this could be the one thing we were hoping to stop.”
“Good God, this shit keeps gettin’ better," Rhodes blew out a deep breath. “So now what? You saying Luke may be at risk? That Chas may be too?”
Jack rubbed his eyes, reticent to make a pronouncement without having all of the facts.
“At this point, we have to assume they are until proven otherwise,” Jack said matter of factly.
“Goddamn. Not good,” Rhodes said, then quickly screamed at Horn Rimmed Glasses from across the work floor. “I need the quarantine room prepped now!" 
The kid wiped his glasses. “How bad?" he asked as if performing a mind reading trick of his own.
“Unknown at the point, but potentially really fuckin’ ugly," Rhodes replied.

Chapter 28
Vegas by Nine
Beth and Sarina just missed Luke and Chas at the Fresno airport, neither knowing it. Beth pulled out a credit card and one of her many driver licenses, rented a car and made their way out of California as Chas and Luke taxied down the runway. 
Beth opted to drive, however after thirty minutes her thigh began to hurt. Not from the phantom pain she experienced from being shot at Greenleaf, but from the real life stitches pulling open from diving into the SUV. She shifted in her seat uncomfortably while she and Sarina drove in silence.
“Care to tell me where we’re going?" Sarina asked, eyeing the sunset and the darkening sky.
“Not really,” Beth replied cooly.
“Why is that?”
“I don’t think you’d approve,” Beth said.
“Since when has that stopped you?" Sarina still fixated on the foliage and shadows creeping through the trees as they drove through Sequoia National Forest.
“Las Vegas, if you must know,” Beth finally replied.
Sarina straightened up in her seat and turned toward Beth and spoke. “There’s nothing good that will come out of that. It’s an incredibly bad idea.”
“You think I want to go back? Hardly. There’s something I missed. I can feel it,” Beth said.
Sarina shook her head. She’d only been with Beth for a few months but she could tell there was no way of talking her out of it. She also knew she’d gotten as much information from her as possible. Beth was a lot of things, but overly talkative was not one of them. She’d find out as Beth’s plan unfolded and no sooner. She sat and thought about how to tell Rhodes where she was going. The last thing she needed was another surprise by members of her own team.
They made it to the outskirts of Vegas by nine pm. They could have made better time, however, Beth chose a less direct route, still spooked by Luke and the girl Chastity showing up out of nowhere. She continually checked her rearview mirror and looked for signs of a tail. When she was convinced she was clear, she pulled into an old motel on highway ninety five, north of the city.
They opted for separate rooms, partly out of safety, the other because they were both too tired and needed space. Beth showered, pulled the remaining stitches out and bandaged her leg. The cut had begun to heal and stitches would serve only to lessen the scar. Something she didn’t give a shit about.
She called Draper who picked up on the first ring and gave him a detailed briefing of what transpired.
“How the hell did Luke know?" she asked.
“It had to be Gomes. He must’ve told Jack," Draper offered.
“I should have just brought him with me," she said, referring to Gomes. “Not only did I miss the fact the virus had no vaccine, but where it was deployed." 
“You know how I feel about second guessing anything. It’s not worth the energy and nothing changes,” Draper said.
“We took down most of it," she said, turning back on Agrifuse. “You’ll still need someone to follow up and contain it.”
“We won’t have to," Draper replied.
“Come again?”
“It’s gone. Up in smoke. I sent a small crew, however, it was a blazing inferno by the time they got close. The entire field as well as a few adjacent plots were destroyed. It was a cluster fuck. Everyone out like ants trying to put the fires out. Looks like we’re in the clear,” Draper mused.
“You think Luke had something to do with it?" she asked.
“Can’t say for sure, but stands to reason. They were most likely the only ones who knew about it besides us. Maybe it scared them as much as us.”
“I’m sure for very different reasons," Beth added.
“I don’t care about the reasons. It looks as if this time our interests may have been in alignment," he paused. She heard him take a sip of scotch. “What next?" he asked.
“After everything with Gomes, I have a nagging idea I missed something with Jack.”
Draper paused and considered this. “Like what?”
“Maybe there’s something at his house. The office was clean, however, after nearly a year, I think it’s safe to say he had secrets. If he did, they’d be in his house,” she said.
Draper couldn’t argue with her logic. Their inability to understand Jack’s intentions and methods were dogging him. He’d covered up a mission failure with an even greater one perpetrated by Magnus, but shortly the focus would be back on Jack. He’d have a group of petulant corporate assholes screaming for answers. Answers he just didn’t have.
__________
Jack and Luke talked non-stop while Chas slept, Luke sequestered  himself in the rear of the aircraft. Jack brought him up to speed on everything that was happening at Ag, detailing Quan’s weirdness, Luke prodding Jack to make a bet on how long it would take before Rhodes beat the shit out of Quan. They laughed and tried to put the insane possibility Luke may have contracted a deadly pathogen out of their minds. If only for a moment. As soon as the plane landed, things would get complicated and they both knew it. He ended his connection somewhere over Iowa.
An hour later Chas woke up and found Luke asleep in the rear of the plane. He started to move when she got up to get water.
“How long have I been out?” he asked.
“Couldn’t tell you. Just woke up myself,” Chas replied.
She watched him stretch and wake himself up. His hair was wet. “What happened to your hair?" she asked.
He sat up, his head damp as a sponge with the faint drumbeat of a migraine headache bearing down on him. He tried to stand, but quickly fell back into his seat, knees shaky and not willing to participate. 
She quickly got up and moved toward him, putting her hand on his forehead. “My God, you’re burning up!”
“You need to stay over there," he said groggily, pushing her away. 
“How’d you get sick?" she asked as she started to move in to offer a hug. Her expression changed, stopping in her tracks as soon as she realized what she’d just asked.
Luke used the rest of the flight to suck down water, pop aspirin and bring Chastity up to speed on what was most likely going to happen. Between the hour he dozed off and then woke up, something big had happened and he felt like shit, like the beginning of a cold or flu coming on. If he and Jack were right, it would be a hell of a lot worse than the flu.
“So you talked to Jack? I didn’t hear you,” Chas said.
Luke never ceased to be amazed by the way a woman’s mind worked. He had just laid out a horrific scenario with him contracting god knows what and potentially getting fitted for a pair of wings, yet she was teasing the edges of his telepathic connection with Jack.
“Satellite phone,” he said, pointing at the brick of a phone on the seat.
She quickly moved back to the meat of the conversation, focusing on next steps and curious to know what thoughts Jack might have.
“He’s got his gear up and running," Luke said. “The plant material was going to be pretty damn important, however, I may end up being a better sample than the plants.”
“Quarantine, huh?” she asked.
Luke nodded.
“Hope they’ve got enough room for two," she said.
Luke stared at her, not incredibly surprised a smart woman like her would realize quickly she could be potentially infected as well.
“Yeah. They do. If you’re not symptomatic in the next forty eight hours, then it’s a good shot you’ll be in the clear. Until then, probably best for you to stay as far away as you can for the moment.”
She nodded and moved a little farther away, lifting up her shirt, unfastening and pulling down her pants to her thighs.
“You’re killing me, you know that," Luke almost cried.
“No, I’m trying to save you. Just take a good look at what you’ll be missing if you end up dead," she said with a smile. “So for now, focus on me.”

Chapter 29
“Y” Incision
They touched down at two a.m. and made it to the DC Ag facility by two thirty a.m. Luke was still lucid but fading fast. The armed guards in the garage all wore hazmat suits, rubber gloves jammed tightly inside the trigger guards of their HK MP5 compact machine guns.
Jack met them on the fourth floor. He was suited up and wheeled his brother into the makeshift quarantine area. The nondescript building housing the covert headquarters of the Department of Agriculture, was designed for every conceivable situation, which Jack fully appreciated now. The main work floor where he, Amin and Quan had spent most of their time was only the tip of the iceberg. There was a fully functional lab, infirmary, surgical facility as well as detention area where Glen Halvers was still enjoying his stay.
They put Luke and Chastity in separate rooms, floor to ceiling length glass separating them. A curtain could be drawn if privacy was needed. Jack never had an official M.D. as a part of his lengthy credentials. Though he knew more than most doctors or specialists, he had no interest in doing a residency program for a degree that didn’t mean much to him. After spending close to a year of his life in a hospital - even if it was due to a coma - the idea of working in one never interested him.
He connected Luke to a vast array of monitoring equipment, inserted an IV and set about taking several vials of blood. It was standing room only outside the room, everyone crowded around the enclosed glass cubicle to watch Jack work. There was no hesitation in his movements and a precision with which he drew blood, calibrated monitoring devices and spoke with his brother simultaneously.
“It’s all good," Jack spoke to Luke using his voice vs telepathic connection.
“That’s bullshit," Luke said, smiling weakly.
“We’ve got everything set up to test the plant material as well as see what it is that you actually have," Jack reassured him.
Luke nodded, remaining quiet while Jack finished up. As he was about to leave, Luke grabbed his arm. “Whatever happens, I don’t want to end up like that poor bastard in the field." Jack averted his gaze. Luke yanked his arm again. “Promise me goddammit!”
 
Jack took off his suit and scrubbed down in the adjacent room, then found Rhodes to ask when the other body would be there. The clean up team had taken possession of the body and hustled it to the airport, leaving a devastating fire in their wake, destroying the Agrifuse plot as well as nearby fields. Rhodes was a firm believer in ‘Better safe than sorry.’
“ETA is sixty minutes," Rhodes said. “As soon as it’s here, I’ll have him put in the morgue.”
Jack nodded, amazed they had a morgue. This place is like an aircraft carrier, he thought as he rushed to the lab.
Amin and Quan were suited up and ready in the lab, the kid with Horn Rimmed Glasses was there as well. Apparently they’d made a new friend. Jack mentally went through the process in his head, simulating work flows and trying to anticipate any bottlenecks in the process. He knew Luke’s life was in the balance and time would be the ultimate killer.
“One ... spectrometer, check. Chemometric database loaded, check. Custom reagents, check. DNA sequencer online, check. There was nothing else - he was ready to go. He let Quan and Amin begin testing Luke’s blood and the plant material, while he waited for the body to be delivered. According to Jack’s mental clock, they were due any moment. He went to the morgue, suited up again and got ready to perform the post mortem.
__________
Jack almost threw up in his mask when he unzipped the body bag and saw the body. It was a mess. He removed the body from the bag, the abhorrent smell finding a way into his suit. 
The subject was of medium height, caucasian, long tangled hair and poorly dressed. He took a look at his teeth as well as hands and feet, concluding the man had most likely been homeless and possibly drug addicted. 
The chest cavity had a hole punched in it, most likely from where Luke fell on him. Based on the shape of the limbs, the torso was in a much greater state of decomposition. “Odd,” he thought to himself and made a mental note. He made a “Y” incision to get a better look at the internal organs. At first glance he understood why Luke would have thought the organs were liquefied. Upon further inspection he saw the pancreas and Liver weren’t liquified, but rather laden with pus, either rupturing on their own or with Luke’s help as he landed on them. 
He took samples from every organ, noting the others were largely intact with no visible signs of necrosis. He tagged the samples, removed his gear and went back to check on Quan and Amin. They were in the thick of it, working on an assembly line - Quan doing the sample prep and Amin performing the initial tests with the spectrometer. They were fine on their own for now, with him in there it would be one too many ‘cooks in the kitchen.’ He went to check on Luke, looking at the clock in the hallway, noting it was already ten thirty in the morning.
__________
Sarina and Beth ate breakfast at a greasy spoon in the old section of Vegas. There were no cameras, nor the tight security a mile or two away in and near the major hotels and casinos. It was a place for locals, which suited her just fine. She opted for an omelette, Sarina chose yogurt and fruit, careful not to spill anything on her black running suit.
“You ever wear anything else?" Beth asked, referring to Sarinas running attire.
“Why would I? I dress for comfort. Plus I look good in this." 
Beth nodded appreciatively. “Well, OK then.”
“So you’re still going through with this?" Sarina asked, changing the subject.
“Absolutely.”
“You mind filling in a few of the details? Sarina prodded.
“There’s really not much to fill you in on. We’re going to drive to Jack’s house, I’m going to use my key to get in, then we’re going to search it. What else do you need to know?”
“What if the key doesn’t work, the alarm codes have changed or Jack’s there?” Sarina asked.
Beth took another bite of omelette, chewed it slowly and stared blankly at Sarina without speaking.
“Never mind," Sarina said, giving up.
 
Beth felt a rush of conflicting feelings pour over her as she entered the long driveway to Jack and Luke’s house. What she hadn’t mentioned to Sarina was the house had been under constant surveillance by the Organization since the Greenleaf debacle, so she was sure he wasn’t there. There hadn’t been a locksmith there either, so most likely they’d be able to gain access easily. As far as an alarm, she’d have to figure that one out. Hopefully they wouldn’t have changed the codes, however, she’d underestimated him before.
They pulled their car in the front and got out like they owned the place. If a neighbor happened to see them, she wouldn’t look suspicious. She’d been there enough that she was damn near a regular fixture. 
The door opened easily enough as they walked through the large marble entrance and found their way to the alarm pad on the vestibule wall. They were lucky, the green light glowed steady, the alarm hadn’t been set.
“So where do we start?" Sarina asked, walking into the large living room, marveling at the expanse of it all.
“Probably not in here. I can’t remember a time when we were in this room at all," Beth said.
“What a waste. This place is unbelievable,” Sarina said, taking it all in.
For a moment Beth felt a momentary stab of pride, recalling her relationship with Jack. She shook it off. “Yeah. Not bad,” she muttered.
Sarina started in the kitchen, Beth in the bedroom. They weren’t overly conscious of being inconspicuous, however, they didn’t see how trashing the place - slinging drawers on the floor and throwing sofa cushions around - would help them. Knowing Jack, it wouldn’t be obvious, but wouldn’t be too clever either. He was a creature of habit, so anything he was hiding would be accessible and in an area he frequented.
They went through the house room by room, methodically searching every conceivable area. Drawers, clothing, toiletries, you name it. It was a large house - around eighty five hundred square feet - not including the gym and garage. Four hours later they met back in the living room and sunk down on the sofa, both tired and annoyed.
“Nothing?” Sarina asked.
Beth shook her head.
“What makes you think he actually has something ... some algorithm or method in the first place? You said yourself, he was an open book. Maybe he wasn’t lying to you," Sarina pressed.
“No. What I said was he appeared to be an open book, however, I didn’t really know him. Big difference." 
“So now what?” Sarina asked.
“Gym and garage. Then we’re out of here.”
They walked downstairs into the garage, which was an underground affair housing at least twenty automobiles - new exotics to classics - and as many motorcycles.
“Holy shit. I didn’t get the sense he was that big of a car buff," Sarina said.
Beth cut her eyes at her.
“I mean when I met him that one time," Sarina quickly added, unsure of why she actually clarified her statement.
“You don’t know him,” Beth said curtly.
There was a locker room in the basement, underneath the gym, which was really nothing but a full sized basketball court with a few weights, benches and cardio equipment wedged into the corners. She scoured the locker room. There were twelve lockers - ostensibly for guests - a hot tub, steam room, shower and sink area that would stack up well against any posh spa. There were two club chairs in the center of it all facing a television. She quickly flicked the remote she found on the ottoman. The NFL channel, of course. She searched each area thoroughly and found nothing that stood out. She made her way out of the locker room into the garage to look for Beth.
The garage was well decorated, better than most people’s houses. The floor was certainly cleaner. There were no oil spots anywhere, the cars were parked with care with plenty of space between so no car door would hit anything but air.
The garage was well lit, with old gas station neon glowing brightly, creating a state fair like atmosphere. Sarina wasn’t a car girl, but she could imagine herself wanting to spend more time in the garage and locker room too if she lived here.
Beth had gone through the cars in addition to the comprehensive set of tools on the back wall, but came up empty. “Nothing in the locker room?" She asked.
Sarina shook her head.
Beth walked past her and kicked open the door to the locker room, poured herself a glass of water from the cooler and sat down in the club chair. She looked up at the football game playing on the TV.
“So you searched in here? Didn’t just hang out and watch the game?”
Sarina gave her a “Fuck you” look. “Just clicked it to see what they watched.”
Beth took the remote and started flipping channels, all of which were football games.
“That’s weird,” She said. “Jack never watched football.”
“Maybe it’s for Luke. Guy has a gambling habit that could feed the poor. He’s probably betting on all of them.”
“No," Beth said slowly, considering the idea. “Luke never bet on ball games, horses or dogs. He was a card player.” She picked up the remote and considered it for a moment. He looked at the soft numbered, rubber buttons noticing out of all of them, six were heavily discolored and the rest practically untouched. She sat lost in thought for a few moments, the six numbers rolling around in her head, checking them against her database of numbers Jack may have used. She couldn’t think of any combination of numbers that would have meant anything to Jack until it hit her square in the face. Something so obvious, it hadn’t occurred to her. She pressed the buttons corresponding to the two digit day, month and year of her birthday and heard a soft click. The wall behind the TV moved slightly.
__________
Chastity flicked through the channels of the television in her make-shift hospital, trying to find something to distract her from her situation. She felt fine and did the math in her head. If she had with whatever Luke had contracted, then within the next couple of hours she’d most likely start to feel it ... if the illness manifested itself as quickly in her as it did in him. Her nails danced across the remote control buttons too quickly to get a true sense of what was on. She was nervous and terrified whatever happened to the man in the field would happen to Luke. 
She was a spy, used to using whatever means necessary to accomplish the task at hand, however, she knew from the moment she met Luke, he was more than just a job. She was smart, athletic and graduated from Stanford with a three point eight GPA on a volleyball scholarship. Never the tallest. At only five eight, he easily was the most competitive, willing her team to victory and tossing her body around to make incredible digs and saves. She saw that same competitive nature in Luke as well.
She was hard to ignore and drew the attention of quite a few men, however, she wanted more than just an ‘Mrs.’ degree and a job. When the CIA came calling, she answered with vigor. Her first assignment had been in Europe, undercover, working to break up the most perverse human trafficking ring that had been spawned. She dedicated her life for two years to infiltrate the organization, doing unspeakable acts to gain the trust of men she would have rather killed than looked at. In the end, she was successful and finally had enough evidence to put the ring leaders and their minions away for a long time, if not life.
It was then her life’s work crumbled and she saw the true nature of clandestine service. Instead of crushing a human trafficking ring responsible for the kidnapping and sexual slavery of thousands of young girls from the poorest areas of Europe, her superiors used her evidence to flip the principals. All she had accomplished was helping to create a vast network of snitches to deliver sordid reports, providing the CIA with leverage over diplomats and key European political and business figures. The human suffering continued ... nothing had changed. It was shortly after having a slight disagreement with her superior - ending with her putting a gun in his mouth -  she parted ways with the CIA, completely cut adrift and blackballed by all other intelligence services.
It was in her darkest hour Rhodes appeared in her life, with a crazy offer to work in a clandestine service hidden within the Department of Agriculture. Rhodes outlined as much as he knew about the Organization - a corporate mafia of sorts -  with tentacles in every conceivable criminal activity known across the world, including large and notorious prostitution rings in Europe. Upon hearing that, she was in. Looking for any way to make a difference. 
To anyone in government, she was officially out of the clandestine services, opting for a quieter life within the lowly Department of Agriculture as a policy analyst and desk jockey. However, her real 'day job' was much more ... as field operative chasing down the most corrosive cancer that existed within the government and corporate America, known only as the Organization. 
Her first big break working for Ag had come when she was assigned to get close to Luke. Finding out he was clean - or at least not a part of the Organization - was a relief. After the Greenleaf debacle, she had pushed him out of her mind for months, however, seeing him again brought up feelings she’d never had before. Now he was dying in the other room and no channel on TV could take her mind off of him.
__________
Jack couldn’t take his mind off of his brother either for that matter. Amin and Quan had been working nonstop over the past hours in an attempt to identify the viral strain infecting Luke. They analyzed his blood, plant material and tissue samples for the corpse. With all three, they felt as if they had enough information to identify whatever it was Gomes had mutated and hopefully buy enough time to use his CRISPR tool - a way to yank bits and pieces of the virus or viruses from cells to ultimately modify cell genes themselves - to trigger an immune response. 
The biggest hurdle was time. From the time Luke was wheeled in, his condition had worsened quickly. Jack had as much confidence in himself and his colleagues as one could possibly have, but what they were attempting to do in hours or days what normally took others years to accomplish. He may have been the equivalent of a walking Library of Congress, but deep down he doubted it would be enough.
He checked on Luke continually administering every known form of treatment possible that could cover a broad spectrum of  infections. He continually checked Luke’s abdomen to see if there was inflammation within his liver. Unfortunately he could tell there was. If they didn’t figure out something quickly, Luke’s liver and pancreas would rupture just like the man’s they had found in the field.

Chapter 30
Her Name is Sarina
Beth and Chastity stood staring at the wall for a moment, shocked at their discovery.
“What the hell did you just do?" Sarina asked.
Beth got up from her chair and walked over to the wall. “I punched in my birthday.”
Sarina shook her head and made a face. “No shit?”
“No shit. Come on, I have a feeling we’re about to find out a lot more about my ex,” Beth said.
The wall on which the television hung was covered with tongue and groove cypress wood slats which were oriented vertically. Because of the slight spacing between the slats, the opening was completely hidden unless the remote was activated. Beth ran her fingers behind the section of the concealed doorway wall which protruded an inch from the rest of the wall, finding a slight depression and a button behind the wooden slat. She pressed it and pulled it toward her and the wall swung out easily.
“Find the lights,” Beth said, as they stepped into the dark room, hidden within the locker room. 
Sarina felt the sides of each wall, quickly finding what she was looking for and flipped the switch. “Good God," she whispered.
Beth stood taking it all in, not knowing what to make of it. The room was small in comparison to the rest of the house, no more than twenty feet by twenty feet. Lit only by a small desk lamp, the room was dark and heavily carpeted. A couch stood against one wall, multiple video monitors on another with a built-in desk unit beneath it. A notebook, calendar pad and an assortment of pens were the only items on the desk. Notably absent was a traditional computer of any sort, just a wall of monitors. Taken as a whole, everything would have been considered tech chic, if not for the old beat up dental chair in the middle of the room. 
“What the hell is that? Does he clean teeth on the side?" Sarina asked.
Beth didn’t respond, but eyed it with intense curiosity. There was no question it was an old dental chair, however, the standard light that hovered above it wasn’t a light at all. It looked more like a set of virtual reality goggles with integrated headphones.
Sarina looked at the setup and immediately concluded Jack was a porn addict. What else could it have been used for? 
Beth on the other hand came to no such conclusion as she studied a small rubber tube attached to the headrest of the chair. There was a loop and two small nozzles that appeared to fit in a person’s nose. She followed the tubing under the carpet to a small cabinet where she found two gas canisters. One nitrous oxide, the other Isoflurane.
“Fuck," Beth said to herself.
“What is it?” 
“He’s got everything set up to put himself under," Beth replied.
“Why the hell would he want to do that? Is it an addiction thing? Drug problem?” Sarina asked.
“I don’t know," Beth said looking more closely at a joystick attached to what looked to be a small control unit near the arm of the chair. She pressed the power button and the wall of televisions lit up. The screens were unusual, not tuned to television stations but rather a list of “Feeds,” forty eight in all, with the ability to assign each feed with a unique channel. She scratched her head, her scalp tingling. The first feed was ‘Tuned’ to Greenleaf Pharmaceutical, the Canadian cannabis farm the Organization used to launder money. The subsequent feeds were an assortment of other things, some for specific companies and others for industries as a whole. 
Down at the bottom she saw a ‘Start’ icon complete with countdown timer. She looked at Sarina as if to ask “Should I?" To which Sarina nodded ‘Yes.’
Beth pressed the start button and heard a slight hissing sound coming from the rubber tubing. She saw a blood pressure monitor light flashing and realized there was a blood pressure cuff dangling from the side of the chair as well. The timer had begun to countdown from five minutes. They both stood with glazed eyes watching the numbers click off, waiting for what would happen. 
Ten minutes later the timer hit zero. Lights began flashing from the goggles and what sounded like machine noise emanated from the headset.
“What the hell?” Beth said, sliding into the reclining dentist chair and putting Jack’s audio/visual contraption on her head. She could only tolerate a few seconds, but yanking off the headset, shouting “Holy shit!" 
“What?" Sarina asked, taken by surprise at how violently Beth had reacted.
“Take a look for yourself." 
Sarina approached the goggles, fully anticipating to see some sort of disgusting porn. She put the goggles and headset on, taking it off as quickly as Beth had. 
“That’s fucking torture." She said looking at Beth. “What the hell was he doing to himself?” Sarina asked in dismay.
Beth sat down on the sofa behind them and considered the live feeds displayed on the wall of televisions. She could still hear the faint hiss of gas pouring out of the rubber tubing.
“Yeah, it would be torture if you’re awake. However, I don’t think that’s how it works. If we had hooked ourselves up to the gas, then we’d have been out before the movie from hell started," Beth said.
“What the hell is all of that?" Sarina asked, rubbing her eyes.
“If I had to guess, the video and audio represented all of those feeds," Beth replied, pointing to the screens “All crammed into a single stream.”
“For what purpose?" 
“I don’t know exactly, however, I have a strong sense sedation is necessary in order to tolerate it," Beth said pointing to the headset.
None of it made sense, but at the same time opened up the possibility maybe Jack had been telling the truth. Maybe there was no secret algorithm. May the secret was staring her in the face in the form of a dental chair and a stream of information intense enough to cause epileptic seizures unless sedated.
She sat down at Jack’s desk, and asked Sarina for a few moments of privacy for uninterrupted thought. She looked down at his desk pad calendar. The last entry was a note about the concert she and Jack were going to. A few days before, a meeting at Greenleaf. Other than that, a collection of mundane meetings and notes to pick up dry cleaning.
She looked at his notebook, and quickly determined it wasn’t a notebook at all, but a diary instead. She flipped through the pages and found the date he had met her.
“Running at the Wynn today. Met the most amazing woman. Gorgeous and smart! WTF do I do?!!”
She felt a warmth creep up her neck and felt her face burn as she read it. She saw the entries several months into their relationship. Based on his diary, Jack notated he could tell something was off with his girlfriend … that Beth was missing a degree of authenticity he longed for. He rightfully assumed there was some damage in her past, damage she either wasn’t willing or able to talk about. She blinked hard, moisture pooling in the corner of her eyes.
She flipped forward to the end, the last entry noticeably different in tone. “I’ve tried but can’t deal with it anymore. She’s absent, and intolerable. I could deal with whatever demons she has - even share mine -  if she could be real and share, but she can’t. I just can’t get close to her. Whatever is under the surface is too big. She shows glimpses of self awareness but successfully and inexplicably fights it off. It hurts to say, but it’s over. Plan to tell her after I get back from GreenLeaf.”
Her hands shook slightly as she read his words. He was a job, supposedly nothing more. However, in playing the part of girlfriend and lover, feelings seeped out around the edges. Emotions couldn’t be fully contained. She thought he was close to asking her to marry him - not that she would or could have - but on some level, she wanted him to ask, maybe even needed him to ask some form of self-validation. How could she have gotten it so wrong? Call it ego, call it pride, but to have someone lay bare and expose all of your issues with such insight - even if it was only on paper - was devastating. Maybe she was too damaged. Too ruined for anyone to ever love her.
Sadness is a primary emotion which leads to secondary emotions like rage quite easily. 
As she read the last journal entry, her temples began to throb. “I’ve had no interest or intention of seeing anyone else. My goal was to split with Beth and take some ‘Me’ time. Maybe I will. Only problem is I met a truly amazing woman today while jogging. Is it fate that leads me to them at the Wynn??? Her name is Sarina. I violated my number one rule - commercial flight - just to see her again. Ughh . . not again, but then again ... why not?”

Chapter 31
DAMAGED!
This is fudged," Quan said staring at the test results.
“In what way?” Jack asked.
“We’re definitely picking up DNA sequences from known viruses, but it’s not like anything you said Gomes was working on.”
“What do you mean?" Jack asked, yanking the results from Quan’s hand. “This can’t be right. You must have done something wrong. Maybe your sample preparation was wrong, maybe ... ”
Amin interrupted. “No man. We did it together. Did everything right - even recorded the steps and double checked everything. This is what we’ve got. It’s fucked up, but it’s right.”
Jack eyed the results again. It was like a friggin’ toxic Frankenstein stew of viral bits and pieces, none of which Gene had mentioned previously. He was expecting to find a dwarf Mosaic virus, a plant virus and human norovirus - what he’d found in Canada. However, there was none of either. Instead he found bits of a plant virus called ‘Cucurbit yellow stunting disorder crinivirus, as well as Hepatitis C and standard Influenza. 
“What the Fuck?" Jack yelled, causing everyone to temporarily shrink. “This is crazy!”
Quan kept his head down. Amin spoke calmly. “I know.”
“This is like going on a treasure hunt and being given a map of the United States. It’s practically useless!" Jack shouted.
“So what do you suggest?" Amin asked, in soothing tones like an owner of a rabid dog.
Jack stared at the paper and walked the perimeter of the room, hoping some glimpse of insight would magically occur. It didn’t. “This is too much ... ” Jack said with defeat.
“Yeah, it’s a bitch, but we’ve got no time to waste. We need to set up the CRISPR and get going on it," Amin added calmly.
“Get going on what exactly? “We don’t know how it’s even sequenced! We could create a vaccine that actually kills him! There’s too many goddamn variables!” Jack shouted again.
Amin shrugged. “We gotta do something.”
__________
Beth walked out of Jack’s hidden room and past Sarina without even looking at her. She was pissed and hurt, neither were feelings sociopaths dealt with well.
“You need me?” Sarina asked as she climbed the stairs to the main floor.
“Just give me a minute. Have to make a private call," she yelled with a clenched jaw, almost unable to control her anger. She sat down on the sofa, grabbed Jack’s house phone from the cradle and dialed a number she knew by heart.
Jack paced the entirety of the rooftop, inhaling the strong cannabis smoke and coughing harder than he ever had. Bosco turned in circles, clearly agitated as if he could understand the emotional pain Jack was trying to cover up. 
Jack connected with Luke, who was dreaming non-stop. He replayed the same scene over and over. As clearly as if Jack was there, he saw Beth walking through the field toward him, visibly limping as Sarina followed closely behind her. He saw Beth’s eyes flash with recognition as she pulled her weapon and began firing at Chastity. He saw the corn leaves whip across Luke’s face as he ran into the cornfield, a jumble of thoughts tearing through his mind, as one singular thought began to crystallize ... “I have to save Chas!”
His phone rang, jolting him out of his brother’s head. He looked down at the caller ID, one he knew by heart since it was his house number. “What the fuck?" He answered the phone without speaking.
“You there?" The female voice on the other end of the call asked.
“Beth?" he asked, unable to contain his surprise.
“Yeah,” Beth replied.
He was too confused to be pissed, too consumed with the thought of Luke dying to know what to say. 
“It’s not a good time," was all he could muster.
“You knew," she said. “You knew all of the time.”
“I don’t know what you ... ”
She cut him off, the floodgates opened. She shouted, she cried and then she spoke softly. She told him about finding the room. That she believed him there was no algorithm. She even said he was right - she was damaged - that he knew. That he’d known when no one else had!" She bared her soul like never before.
After a few minutes she stopped. Jack was completely confused, yanked out of his element. He took a big hit from his joint and his anxiety plummeted, the weed taking effect quickly. “None of it matters," he said.
“I know," she said with a hint of resignation.
“I realize at some point you’re going to come for us.” he said. She didn’t didn’t interject to the contrary, and he continued. “However, Luke’s dying. He caught something in California at the Agrifuse field. He’s sick! There’s nothing I can do!" he said, his chest suddenly heaving, unable to control his sobs. “Gomes changed everything ... I can’t fix it!" he wept.
“What do you mean Gomes changed it?" she asked. A switch flipped in her, cauterizing her emotions and focusing her energy on her original task. Containment of the virus. 
“He created a compound virus I can’t decode in time. None of its what I thought it was. It’s too complex!" He suddenly felt his blood rise into his face and a surge of anger poured out, “And now he's dead! If Gomes were alive I could at least find out what the fuck he did, but I can’t! My brother’s dying now!” he screamed.
A twinge of guilt hit Beth quickly. Without killing Gomes the conversation would have been decidedly different, but Beth was in a different place from when she called him. She was back on point. Many people with sociopathic tendencies have the ability to suddenly change, and she was no exception. She listened to him calmly, taking offense at none of it, no guilt lingering. 
“I may have something,” she said calmly.
“What are you talking about?” he asked.
“I found some of his notes. It includes scientific data I couldn’t make sense of. I was just looking for where he was testing it. Think it might help?”
Jack pushed back his anger, his rational side kicking in. 
“Do you have them? With you?” he asked excitedly
“I do. I’m at your house,” she said calmly. 
“You’re at the house?" then suddenly remembered the caller ID of his home phone. He didn’t wait for her to answer. “There’s a scanner on the desk in the kitchen. Scan it and type in this email address." 
He quickly gave her an obscure email address, one of the many he’d created for his clients. He stood on the roof staring at his phone, waiting for the email to come through!”
After the last page finished scanning, Sarina walked in, and stared at Beth from across the living room. 
“Was that who I think it was?" she asked.
Beth stared at her, taking in every aspect of the woman she’d spent all of her time with over the past few months. Dark hair, electric blue eyes and a figure her dark running suit accentuated nicely. The switch had flipped again and now she was now staring at her lover, partner and romantic rival. The words Jack had written in his journal flashed like neon signs in her head. “DAMAGED!" was all she saw when she looked at Sarina now ... she was the one Jack wanted! Beth took a deep breath. “Who do you think it was?" she asked flatly.
“I think it was Jack. And I also think you just sent him Gomes’ notes," Sarina words echoing off the marble entryway. 
Beth picked up Gomes papers and arranged them neatly as if going to a business meeting. 
“I think you’re right," she said, as she walked toward her, pulling her gun from her waistband and firing a bullet into her chest. She stepped over the blood pooling from Sarina’s body as she exited the house, closing the door behind her.
__________
Jack wasted no time. He raced from the rooftop to the lab and printed the file containing Gomes’ notes. Amin and Quan sensed something big, hustling to the lab to see if Jack had yet again had a blinding glimpse of inspiration. 
“I’ve got the notes!" Jack shouted.
“What notes?" Amin asked.
“Gomes notes," Jack said.
“Where’d you get those?" Quan asked.
“You don’t want to know," Jack replied.
They divided and conquered, taking the hundred and fifty pages or so of notes, splitting them between them. Within twenty minutes Jack found what he was looking for. The viral combinations Gomes used. He prepped the CRISPR and loaded in data, hoping he wouldn’t be too late.
Quan looked down at his phone which had been steadily vibrating for the last few minutes. It was a notification from Jack and Luke’s home alarm. He thought about mentioning it to Jack, however, for once he decided not to interrupt. He quickly ducked out of the room and looked at the message.
The alarm system he’d designed for their house was comprehensive to say the least. In addition to the usual video monitoring, glass break detectors and heat sensors, there were other sensors that couldn’t be overridden - things like noxious fumes, fire, or gunshots - sensors that worked all the time, autonomously in the background.
Quan opened the message and saw it was a gunshot alert. He had never asked before, however, logging on to the system he could see the alarm hadn’t been set since Greenleaf. He looked over the alert and saw the system had identified what appeared to be a gunshot in the entryway. He quickly pressed the button for the live feed for the entry camera, almost dropping the phone. He stood paralyzed momentarily debating whether or not to interrupt Jack. Instead, he ran upstairs to Rhodes’ office.
“Oh God! You’ve got to see this!” Quan panted, handing the phone to Rhodes, the video clearly showing Sarina lying in a pool of blood in Jack’s house! 
Rhodes sprung into action, the look on his face said it all. He looked at Quan, his face ashen. “Don’t say a word," was all he could whisper as he motioned Quan to leave.
Rhodes’ heart was in his throat, and he instinctively went into contain-mode. His agent was down ... one he’d personally recruited and put in harm's way. He immediately made a call to his team in Vegas, closed his eyes and prayed.
 

Chapter 32
Living, Breathing, Weapon
Beth tapped her nails on the rental car steering wheel as she made her way out of town. Her heart rate was low & her breathing steady. She’d made the decision to put Sarina down in a split second, but now as she drove through the desert with no particular destination, she unpacked her decision bit by bit with each passing mile. She had never been someone who’d killed in the heat of passion, however, over the last week and a half she’d changed and didn’t know why. It was a curiosity to her. She’d been taught not to evaluate her actions based on 'right or wrong,' but rather by their effectiveness in achieving an end goal. She was curious what her end goal actually was. She had a little therapy as a child, but enough to realize there was always an end goal, whether you consciously understood it or not. When a fat guy stands in front of the refrigerator, his goal is to stay fat. He may not be aware of it, but actions never lie.
She had charged headlong into an unknown situation with Gomes’ watchers and put a bullet into a work associate, Sarina. An associate who had saved her life. Some would call her actions sloppy. Others, impulsive. However, none of it mattered. She was taught to trust her intuition, and it had never let her down once. What she was missing was a rational understanding of why she did what she did. She didn’t have the answers yet, however, she was on a long road with plenty of time. 
After a hundred miles on the odometer, ideas began to form and take shape. She hated to admit it but Jack Glasser was the spark that quite possibly had lit the fire. It wasn’t a conscious thought, just a knot in the pit of her stomach that formed when she’d gotten the order to kill him and Luke. She could have put Luke down with little to no internal conflict. However, Jack had become a different story. Her moment of clarity had come after reading his diary. He’d seen through her, yet still loved her. He somehow knew she was damaged yet still wanted to be with her. His feelings had been strong enough it had taken nearly a year of suffering through her concocted, bitchy facade he was finally ready to throw in the towel. As she drove, she wondered what he would have thought of the real Beth. 
She barely remembered her real name anyway. Amina was the name she was born with - at least what she remembered. She had fleeting glimpses of her mother stroking her hair and saying her name, however, most of those memories were replaced by the horror of ethnic cleansing and the death of her family at the Srebrenica Massacre. She was a young, blond Bosnian girl who survived. She survived while the paramilitary group of Serbian Scorpions killed her father and brother, raped her mother to death and would have killed her had it not been for NATO forces recapturing the town. One of the first people she’d seen was Draper, the man who ultimately found her in the rubble of her home. When he asked the few remaining souls who she was, the only thing he heard was “Bez roditelja” - Croatian for “Parentless." She didn’t speak and he thought that was her name. He and his wife subsequently adopted her - Bez transformed to “Beth.” 
Draper’s wife Sandra had been an angel on earth. Took her to therapy and taught her to be independent, conquering fear. However, when she succumbed to breast cancer after two years, both Draper and Beth were devastated. Draper was truly broken. It was after Sandra’s death that Draper began dismissing the voices of his better angels, taking a small idea and growing it into what was now the Organization.
Beth was equally devastated and understood what her adopted father was becoming. Without her adoptive mother to serve as an anchor - for both of them - the evils of her past came back to haunt her nightly. She worked on Draper, relentlessly to become part of whatever was consuming him. Six months later Draper relented and brought her into his world and what would be the Organization. Within twelve months she began training in private with ex Navy Seals, Army Rangers - anyone Draper could find - for the one day she’d need to defend herself, do what Draper needed to have done and hopefully exact her punishment on the men who had taken her family.
Within five years, she was a trained machine, a force to be reckoned with. She learned to use the horrors of her childhood as the crucible for forging herself into a living, breathing weapon no one ever saw coming. But in the end, she never saw Jack Glasser coming. Someone who was just as damaged who managed to sneak through the trip wire of her emotional defenses.
She knew when she pulled the trigger and sent death spiraling toward Sarina at twelve hundred feet per second, there were two distinct reasons. Jealousy and to protect Jack.
___________
Quan left Colonel Rhodes’ office, Rhodes’ voice echoing down the hall as he barked orders to his men in Las Vegas. There was nothing he could do, and was doubtful anything could be done for Sarina Green either. 
For Quan, the pressure of the day had built to an unsafe level. His breathing was shallow, and a cold sweat erupted around his neck. His face began to go numb. He knew himself well enough to know he was minutes from a seizure, possibly a Grand Mal, something he continually monitored himself in an effort to avoid. He needed ten minutes at least to calm himself down and decompress. Jack and Amin were busy in the lab and making progress. They wouldn’t miss him. Ten minutes at his desk absorbed in work would do the trick. He made his way back to the main work area, still absently clutching his stack of Gomes’ notes as he went back to his workstation to see if a match had been found for Draper’s photo. Amin sat down beside him a few minutes later.
“You good?" he asked. Amin’s expression clearly acknowledging Quan was pre-episodic.
“Yeah. For now.”
Amin knew better than to discuss Quan’s condition while he was teetering on the edge of a ‘spaz attack’ as Luke would call it. He changed the subject in an effort to help Quan take his mind off things. “Looks like Jack has what he needs. Hopefully we’ll be in time,” he said.
“Has he been talking to Luke?”
“Trying to. But he’s out. Semi-dream state. Nothing is really getting in. I don’t know, maybe we’ll finally find out what happens after death,” Amin muttered.
Quan immediately shot Amin a harsh look, but didn’t say a word.
“Fuck. I didn’t mean it like that," Amin said apologetically. “You know what I’m saying. This is just so screwed up. I just figured with everything that happened to those two, neither one of them - especially Luke - would go out like this.”
“He’s not out yet," Quan replied.
“I know ... you know what I mean,” Amin said.
Quan nodded absently, staring down at his workstation. Monitoring the progress of matching Draper’s photo to take his mind off of everything. He hadn’t hit a match yet and they were already through three million files, approximately fourteen years worth of active duty personnel. They assumed they would find him - if he was there - within the most recent records that included active duty, inactive and reservists over the past twenty five years. If he wasn’t in those files, they would be at a standstill.
“Nothing yet?" Amin asked, looking at Quan’s monitor.
“No. We’re downloading and processing fast. Another hour or so and we’ll know.”
Amin nodded and watched Quan. Quan’s jaw was flexing and he was shaking his head slightly. He was either pissed or had something on his mind he just couldn’t compute. 
“You want to talk about it?" Amin asked.
Quan said nothing for thirty seconds then abruptly pushed his chair out facing Amin, unable to contain the news of Sarina Green and what he’d seen at the Glasser house. 
“I think she’s dead. I got an alert. I think she’s dead!’  Quan blurted.
“Who?”
“Sarina Green. The woman from Greenleaf. The one Jack and Luke said is working undercover for Rhodes," Quan said.
“What kind of alert are you talking about? How do you know?” Amin asked, confused.
“The gunshot alert. Got one from inside their house. I logged onto the video feed and saw her. Oh God, there was blood everywhere!" Quan started rocking back and forth in his seat.
Amin was in full on containment mode now, trying to figure out a way to keep Quan from seizing. At the same time he felt the same horror about Sarina Green expand in his chest. He quickly ran to his desk and jammed his hand into his computer bag, pulling a cannabis laced gummy from a stash he had brought for Jack as a back up. “Here. Chew on this,” he ordered, as he pinched off a piece and ate it himself.
“But I don’t do ... ”
“Stop it and just chew the fucking thing. I know you don’t want to seize here. Do it!” Amin shouted.
For once Quan took Amin’s advice and popped the gummy in his mouth. Within fifteen minutes he had stopped rocking. Within thirty minutes his hands were sweat free and he was out of the danger zone. He and Amin took a seat on the couch next to Bosco and took a few moments to calm down.
 
Jack was a man possessed, his hands moving quickly wasting no time with notes, mentally recording everything. The million dollar question Luke’s life depended on had no clear answer. He’d found Gomes’ recipe, which included the plant viruses, and he had been able to identify those in Luke’s blood. However, there was no trace of Hepatitis or Influenza present in Gomes’ notes. A million thoughts spiraled in his head. The dead man either had those ailments prior, or Gomes’ handiwork may have been tainted, or somehow the plant viruses made him more susceptible to contracting the others. He couldn’t be sure Luke hadn’t contracted the whole disease enchilada from the dead man. More importantly, would Luke become infected with the other illnesses too? Hep C and Bird Flu may very well be present in Luke, just not presenting itself yet.
He decided to focus on the plant virus’ first, deciding the simplest answer was the best. Luke was in a weakened condition ... throwing any and all shit at the wall might kill him quicker than the viruses. The plant viruses had to be the root cause of Luke’s illness and most likely what killed the man in the field. Luke’s liver and pancreas were showing the same signs of inflammation, presenting itself as some type of infection. An ultrasound confirmed it. However, the broad spectrum antibiotics weren’t working. Re-engineering the Gomes’ plant viruses was the only viable path now. Within two hours he had completed his work and injected modified virus into a cell and administered it to Luke. The only thing he could do now was wait, and time was the enemy.

Chapter 33
Plexiglass Cube
Rhode’s acted quickly as soon as he’d seen the image of Sarina on Quan’s phone. There had been a Department of Agriculture team in Las Vegas detailed to surveil the Glasser residence nonstop after the Greenleaf debacle. However, after two months it was obvious the Organization had no interest in the Glasser home. Over the past month, Rhodes’ crew performed drive-by’s twice a day, but relied heavily on video. When Rhodes called, they were caught flat footed. They hadn’t seen or heard anything. Upon rewinding the video, they knew Rhodes was right. Two women had entered the residence and only one had left. They called an ambulance and took off for the scene, knowing there would be hell to pay with Rhodes. They called him an hour later with a status report.
“It’s not good sir,” the Las Vegas operative said.
“No shit it’s not good. I saw the goddamn video! How the hell is she? Is she alive goddamn it?" he shouted.
“Barely, is all we know at this point. She lost a lot of blood. They began a transfusion in the ambulance. She flatlined a couple of times, but they brought her back. She’s hanging on by a thread,” the operative said.
“Were you followed?”
“No sir. There was no tail. It would seem the perpetrator thought the job was done.”
Rhodes ran his fingers through his gray buzz cut. He invested so much time in maintaining Sarina’s cover, the thought of losing her was unfathomable. Worse, he had recruited her himself and had developed a strong bond with her. He could have had her take out Beth so easily. However, he chose to play the long game - to have Sarina build trust - to work her way into the Organization as a trusted employee and to ultimately use her to bring down the Organization from the inside. Now that hope was fading with her.
“Maintain surveillance. Stay close this time goddamn it!” Rhodes, said.
“I’ll let you know when she comes out of surgery," his operative said, sensing his anguish.
“Fine," Rhodes’ said, almost in a whisper. “Let me know.”
__________
Two hours after Jack administered the vaccine, Luke was still catatonic, slipping further down the rabbit hole. Jack was able to connect, but Luke’s thoughts were scattered, less intense. It was almost as if his mind was preparing to give up too. As he was about to leave, an intense thought brushed by Jack’s mind’s eye - Luke thinking back when he had found Jack at Greenleaf - I love you man. Jack felt his brother’s thought and intention in every fiber of his being. Luke was a pain in the ass at times, but was his pain in the ass ... his brother, the only one who ever truly had his back. The only other person on earth who truly knew him. He couldn’t let it end this way.
Chastity woke up and saw Jack sitting outside the glass wall, near the head of Luke’s bed. She and Luke were in what looked to be a huge plexiglass cube with a glass divider in the middle. There was no privacy for anyone, unless the occupant closed the floor to ceiling curtains hung around the perimeter of the walls. She sat up in her bed and tapped the glass to get Jack’s attention.
“How are you feeling?" Jack asked through a small intercom telephone outside her room.
“I’m OK. I’m scared for Luke but I don’t think I have it. He got sick fast. It’s been twenty-four hours and other than being tired from the trip, I feel OK.”
“That’s good," he was about to walk away, but sensed Chastity had something on her mind. She ran her fingers through her hair as she stood near the dividing glass between her and Luke. He had a breathing tube down his throat, his vital signs represented by blinking and pulsing lights. 
“Is he going to be alright?" she asked, turning toward Jack.
Jack looked down at his feet then over toward his brother.
“Is he going to be alright, Goddamn it?" she asked, teeth clenched, walking up to the glass wall separating her from Jack, holding back tears, that eventually broke. “Tell me. I’ve got to know!” she screamed.
Jack wasn’t high. He’d been so focused on his brother and the serum he hadn’t had a chance to smoke or chew an edible. His nerves were raw and his emotions pulsating through pores. He rested the top of his head on the glass, looking down to avoid her eyes and began to sob. 
 

Chapter 34
Bigger Problems
Six hours came and went with no progress. Luke wasn’t responding to the therapy and Jack was at his wits end. He stood on top of the building contemplating his next move, if there even was a next move. He, Quan and Amin had already done more science - and made more happen -  in eight hours, than a team of twenty could do in eight days. But it wasn’t enough. Jack stood on the roof deeply inhaling cannabis smoke, feeling it smooth over the jagged edges of his nerves, giving into defeat and trying to connect with his brother to tell him how much he loved him.
DC was beautiful this time of year, Christmas lights everywhere and a sense of hope emanated from passersby on the street. Bosco walked up and stood beside him, leaning on his leg. Without Luke, Bosco would no doubt lose his best friend. Since the discovery of their unique connection during the Greenleaf rescue, the two were inseparable. Bosco had always gravitated to Luke slightly more, but with their deeper connection, Bosco was more like another brother now.
The rooftop door squeaked on its hinges as Rhodes came out to the roof. “Surprised to see you here," he said.
“There’s not much more I can do but wait," Jack said, pissed Rhodes would question his actions. 
Rhodes held up his hands defensively. “I just meant I thought you’d be sleeping. You’ve been going nonstop.”
Rhodes stood near Jack by the edge of the rooftop looking at the blinking lights. He reached down and stroked Bosco, something he’d never done before. “He’s a good dog," he said, visibly lost in thought.
“He is at that. What else is going on?" Jack asked, sensing Rhodes had more on his mind.
“Why?”
“I’m not my brother and I can’t read people, but it doesn’t take a special gift to know something else going on with you to0," Jack said, handing him the joint as a peace offering.
Rhodes took a deep hit, blowing smoke without coughing. “There’s a lot going on besides your brother,” Rhodes said.
“Like what?”
Rhodes paused and rubbed his head vigorously as if whatever was on his mind was tearing a hole in his head. “Sarina Green. She’s been shot,” he said, a lump in his throat squeezing the words.
“What the fuck?" Jack yelled. “How? When?”
“You may not want to hear this anymore than I want to tell you, but it was at your house. Apparently she and your ex went by there this morning. Quan got a gunshot alert from your home and showed me a live feed of Sarina. On the floor. Shot in the chest," Rhodes became sullen as he spoke.
“What the fuck? How come that motherfucker didn’t tell me?" Jack pissed, turning to leave to find Quan.
Rhodes grabbed him by the arm. Bosco growled and bared his teeth. Rhodes immediately let go. “What a minute son. It’s not his fault. I swear to God that kid was about to have a stroke. You and Amin were in the thick of it and he didn’t want to distract you. Under the circumstances I think you’ll agree, he made the right call. For what it’s worth, you’ve got a couple of guys down there who will do anything for you and your brother. They haven’t stopped for a second. I wish my crew was as loyal.”
Jack shrugged, visibly shaking. “Is she OK?”
“Don’t know. She lost a lot of blood and is barely hanging on. She’s in the OR now," Rhodes let out a mix between a grunt and a laugh, trying to diffuse his emotion. “She’s a tough one though. If she lives, then God help Beth Colby and whoever gave the order. She’ll fucking destroy ‘em.”
Rhodes patted him on the shoulder and left, passing Amin as he closed the rooftop door.
“What was that about?" Amin asked.
“Sarina Green was shot. At my house,” Jack said, holding his left arm close to his body, trying to calm the tremor in his left hand that had begun to quake.
Amin nodded, and put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Yeah, I heard.”
“Fuck. Everyone knows but me and I’m supposed to have super powers,” Jack said, pulling away from Amin.
“You’ve got bigger problems you’re dealing with," Amin replied.
“Where’s Quan?" Jack asked.
“He’s still working the photo angle on the Draper character. He was starting to mutter to himself. I could tell he was onto something the way he was typing on his keyboard completely oblivious," Amin changed the subject. “How’s Luke?”
“Nothing’s working. There should be some improvement. But there’s not. I honestly don’t know what to do. He’s fucking dying in there and I’m one of the smartest guys in the world and have no fucking clue!" 
Amin handed him a sheet of paper. One from the stack of files scanned by Beth. “I saw this and thought maybe it meant something. We were so busy looking for the mutated virus Gomes used, we didn’t see this. Seems like one of the problems he was having was the virus wasn’t affecting the plants as he thought. Instead they just got some sort of fungus.
Jack grabbed the page quickly and began to scan the portion Amin outlined. His stunned expression quickly turned to joy!
“You beautiful, brilliant, motherfucker!" Jack yelled, cupping Amin’s face with his hands. “You just fucking found it!”

Chapter 35
A Piece of Work
Twelve hours later Luke had stabilized and was awake. He was still running a fever, however, it was slowly subsiding as the anti-fungal meds kicked in. The glass doors were open and everyone was crowded in his room, including Chastity who practically mauled him when he woke up.
“So a fungus? What about the virus?" Luke asked, gulping down water.
“The plant virus combo Gomes created, ended up depressing the plant’s immune systems, and yours for that matter. The fungus spores were in the field, just waiting for a host. When I did the autopsy of the dead man in the field, I found quite a few ailments and evidence he’d eaten the corn in the field," Jack said.
“Ate it? Why?” Luke asked.
“I think he was homeless and hungry. The plant virus in the corn did the same thing to him as it did in the plant, it didn’t make him sick, just depressed his immune system even more. When you fell on him and were exposed to fluids, you contracted the virus as well. When you were running through the field you contracted the fungal infection,” Jack replied.
“Why didn’t I get it then?" Chastity asked, stroking Luke’s hair.
“Because you weren’t exposed to the virus. You didn’t eat the corn, and the virus wasn’t airborne. Had to be contracted via body fluids, which you didn’t.”
Luke raised his eyebrows at this and winked at Chas. “There will be plenty of time for a full fluid swap." 
“Damn, you’re as bad as Nastity," Amin said with a stank face. 
Chas just smiled, seemingly liking her new name.
Jack shook his head like a third grade teacher and continued. “Your immune system wasn’t compromised. You were able to deal with the fungus with no issues.”
“So now what?” Luke asked.
Rhodes jumped in. “Now what, is we’ve eradicated that shit and Gomes’ private experiment is now officially over. Now we can get back to work on putting a serious hurt on the Organization.”
Now it was Jack’s turn to ask questions. “But we’re screwed. The only thing we’ve got is Halvers who’s practically worthless,” Jack said.
“Well, that’s not exactly true. It came to light Mr. Halvers had a little more info than previously thought. He gave us the names of eleven other Organization board members. He just needed an extra bit of encouragement,” Rhodes said.
“Bullshit," Snapped Luke. “He would have told me.”
“Yeah, he probably would have, but you didn’t ask him. If you’ll remember, we stopped when we found out about the virus deployment. You were laid up trying to die, so we had another go at him,” Rhodes said.
“So is he still alive?" Luke asked sarcastically.
“Let’s just say that he should fully recover in a week," Rhodes smiled. “But that’s the tip of the iceberg. We’ve got more than that, don’t we son?" Rhodes said, looking at Quan.
Jack was visibly confused, trying to understand the sudden one-eighty Rhodes had done with Quan. Twenty four hours prior, Rhodes wanted to kill Quan. “Ok. This has got to be good. Do friggin’ tell.”
Quan shrugged. “When I exhausted the database of active and retired military personnel, I thought about what Colonel Rhodes had done in order to create this division of Agriculture. A few of his people are officially employed, however, most of the ex military people here - the Colonel included - are officially listed as deceased or missing in action. I took a shot and sorted through those files too, and ... well, that’s when I found him.”
Jack and Luke looked at each other, temporarily stunned. Luke spoke first. “That’s really fuckin’ smart.”
“No shit it’s smart," Rhodes jumped in.
Jack rubbed his scalp. “Sorry to piss on your parade, but if he’s listed as dead, how does that really help us?”
“Helps me know where the sum’bitch came from. What kind of soldier he was and an idea of his skillset. Who we’re up against. He was a Marine ... a logistics guy. Everything from war planning - delivering fuel & arms in a war zone - to managing a hundred million dollar supply chain. He’s an interesting one. Combat experience combined with some serious business skills. I’m assuming some pretty good people skills too. There isn’t a logistics officer in the fuckin’ world who doesn’t have contacts in corporate America and organized crime. When Uncle Sam needs his shit to conduct war, he goes to guys like this Draper asshole to get it. From whoever, whenever. And from what I can tell, this guy got shit done. Not your typical pencil pusher.”
 
Rhodes left the room in triumph and Jack followed shortly thereafter. He’d spent a lot of time with the crew and was beat. Besides, they had a lot to catch up on and Jack was still trying to get the image of Chas screwing Quan out of his mind. Apparently Luke already had. For the first time, he looked like he actually liked this one. Good for you, he said to himself, keeping his thoughts private.
He caught up with Rhodes in his office packing a small duffel bag. “How’s Sarina?" He asked.
“She’s coming out of surgery now. From what I’ve heard, she’s got a one-in-three chance. She was fucked up bad. I’m going to see her now,” Rhodes said.
“She’ll make it," Jack tried to be as confident as he could. He felt a stab in his gut. He’d been so focused on Luke he’d pushed Sarina out of his mind. There was a lot he didn’t know about her, but there was no denying he’d found himself thinking of her more and more over the last three months. Wondering if she was really the person he’d met before, or if it was an act. He wished he had his brother’s sense of people sometimes. 
“Before you go, I’ve got to tell you something. It’s fucking weird and I still don’t know what to make of it,” Jack said
“Well, spit it out. I’ve got a plane to catch,” Rhodes barked.
“I got a call from Beth yesterday. She called me from my house. ”
“Now wait a goddamn minute. Beth Colby called your ass - sometime around the time she shot my agent - and you didn’t think to tell me that?" He roared.
“She had found Gomes’ notes on his work. I fucking screamed at her, told her Luke was dying because she’d killed him," Jack paused and took a deep breath. “I don’t know why, she just sent the notes to me ... scanned them and sent them from my house. It doesn’t make any sense. Fuck ... I mean, she hated Luke anyway. I didn’t get it, but I wasn’t about to tell her not to. Without those notes Luke would be dead.”
Rhodes looked at Jack incredulously, then sighed, releasing the tension from his body. “She’s a piece of work, that one.”
“She is at that," Jack replied.
“I’m hoping Agent Green will pull through and be able to shed some light on this. I’ll let you know," Rhodes said patting Jack on the shoulder as he left.
 

Chapter 36
Cannabis Vapor
Jack once again stood atop the building, this time with a vape pen loaded with cannabis oil. His brother was safe, thanks to his psychopathic ex-girlfriend oddly enough, and they were on their way to potentially making a dent in the Organization with Halvers’ help. He should have felt happier, but he didn’t. The last four months had turned his world upside down and he felt like he’d been running from one crisis to the next. He hadn’t been able to fully process any of it. His phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number but decided to answer.
“Is Luke OK?" Beth asked.
“Why are you calling me?" Jack asked incredulously.
“I thought it was obvious. I just asked about Luke. Did what I send, help?”
Jack took a deep drag off of the vape pen. “Yeah. It did. He’s going to make it," he paused. “So why did you help? You and Luke hated each other. He didn’t mean anything to you.”
Silence.
“Hey, you called me. I can hang up now," Jack said.
He heard her swallow softly, “He means something to you. That’s why,” she said softly.
Jack pondered the statement and softened a bit at her unexpected revelation. “Who are you ... really? I have no clue  ... or why you’re even calling me. Hell, I’ve been living under the assumption I’m next. That you’re coming after me next.”
“Who I am doesn’t really matter. I read your diary. You were right about me. I’m damaged. Worse, there are no better angels whispering in my ear. I’ve done too many bad things to make up for, but you’re not going to be another mistake,” she said.
“What do you mean ... another mistake?”
“You don’t have what my employer thinks you have. I believe you,” she replied.
Jack paused, deep in thought. “Do you mean what you told me about in the Greenleaf vault? That I was in possession of some algorithm for the stock market?” Jack asked.
“Yes.” she replied.
“I appreciate you believing me, but why now? After all of ... well, everything?" he asked.
“I found your setup. The hidden room off of your locker room," she replied. Jack went quiet and Beth continued, “I don’t know exactly how it works, but I think I get the general idea. I don’t think you actually know why you know what you know. I’m assuming you just blast away, and let intuition do the rest. Am I right or at least warm?” she asked.
“Something like that, I guess,” Jack sighed. “So how does that change your employer’s position on me?”
“I didn’t say that it did. I’m assuming they still want your nonexistent algorithm, and short of getting that ... they’ll want you dead. Probably now more than ever,” she paused and took a measured breath. “I’m just telling you that it won’t be me who does it,” she said.
“I guess that’s comforting, but I can’t say I believe it, coming from someone who just shot someone in my house.”
“You know about that?” she asked incredulously.
“Just because the house security wasn’t armed, doesn’t mean it wasn’t on. Why did you do it?”
“Shoot her? Why do you think?” she asked slowly.
Jack regained his emotional footing, remembering the video he’d seen of Sarina lying in a pool of her own blood. Blood that he felt was on his hands too. “Look, let’s not play twenty questions. It’s obvious I never even knew you. So, I’ve got no clue why you did what you did,” he replied sharply.
“Fair enough, I guess," she breathed deeply and paused. “She saw me sending you the documents we recovered from Gomes’ place,” she said, deciding to leave out jealousy for the moment.
“Why would that matter?” Jack asked.
“Because it would put me at risk and put you at even greater risk,” she said.
“So when you say putting me at risk, you mean from the Organization. Right?”
She sighed deeply. “If I were you, I wouldn’t say that again. Saying things like that will only make it worse for you." She paused, “How did you hear about that anyway?
Jack had been prepared to answer this. He, Luke and Rhodes had come up with a story in the event he was ever interrogated. He knew it so well by now, he could pass a lie detector.
“From Magnus. Also from the group that picked us up that night at Greenleaf.”
“Ughh, Magnus. What an asshole. I can’t say I miss him," she said, focusing on understanding who the mystery group was. “So who actually picked you up? FBI?" she asked.
“Damned if I know. I thought they were with you until they started interrogating me on my business with Magnus, how I knew Sarina Green and digging into all of my government dealings. Shit, the fact I dated you for nearly a year didn’t look good. After a few doses of sodium pentathol and a three day interrogation session, they figured I was telling the truth. I have no clue who they were.”
Beth considered this. It was plausible considering Gomes told a similar story and Jack could never lie for shit. However, if there was a shadow group out there hunting the Organization, it made her decision to hit the pause button even more timely. 
“It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m out,” she said.
“What do you mean, out? Quitting?”
“That’s exactly what I mean.”
“Good for you, I guess. What happened?” he asked.
“Let’s just say I got too close to my last target and can’t finish my assignment.”
Jack rubbed his head. She was different now, not the same Beth he’d grown to hate. “Thanks, I guess,” he replied, confused.
“No thanks required. I should probably be the one  thanking you. Whatever happens, just remember ... I actually did care about you." 
She hung up immediately leaving Jack to ponder everything she’d said through a cloud of cannabis vapor.
 
 
 
 
The End
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Canadian Smoke
Waiting to die in a remote Canadian cannabis facility wasn’t exactly how Jack Glasser expected to go out. Having survived a childhood lightning strike, a year-long coma and a bizarre ‘Neural Acceleration” experiment, a quick and easy consulting job for Greenleaf Cannabis seemed like the perfect way to pull him out of his mental funk.
 
Now Jack’s only hope of survival rests on his supercomputer-like mind, and his brother Luke … a serial gambler and party animal whose main talent is burning through jet fuel, expensive bourbon and women. Making full use of his ability to 'read' people and his narcissistic persona, Luke and his employees stumble through Canada, tripping over bodies ... caught between two secret opposing forces who want his brother Jack dead. 
 
Viral 
Jack and Luke Glasser successfully survived The Organization's first attempt, but The Organization isn't going away,  Neither is the unique virus created by a rogue Organization member to orchestrate a food blight for a large, multinational agricultural company - so they could own the cure.  The only problem is that there is no cure.
 
With the virus' creator dead, the Glasser Brothers struggle to harness their newfound "Gifts" to stay a step ahead of Draper's Girl while finding and eradicating a novel virus that has already infected Luke Glasser. 
​With time running out for Luke, and a pandemic a reality, Jack Glasser races against time to find a cure for his brother, finding an unimaginable ally within The Organization.
 
 
A Death Worse Than Dying
Draper’s Girl is attempting to fall off the grid, but ‘time off’ or ‘personal time’ doesn’t exist within the Organization. Additionally, her sabbatical and therapy sessions are working … bringing up long buried memories and horrors of her childhood. With a trove of data she’s acquired from Draper, she flirts with the idea of Accelerating - the method Jack Glasser uses - in an attempt to make sense of it all.
Concurrently, Amin suffers a devastating loss in Atlanta, pulling in Luke, Chas and Quan in attempt to unravel the mystery deaths. Slowly and painfully, they peel back layers of a larger conspiracy - to defraud a church - a plan crafted by Organization members.
When Draper’s Girl’s trail leads back to Atlanta as well, once again she finds her fate intertwined with the Glassers and their employees. For Amin and Draper’s Girl, closure seems distant, but with each body that drops, they come closer to the truth.
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