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Prologue:
Someone once said that it was all about making the proper
life choices, something that I was never good at, so I elected
to not make choices. The thing is if you don’t make them for
yourself, then someone else will make them for you. I chose
to let the Army make them for me. As it turns out, they are
very good at making decisions for other people. However,
those decisions do not always have that individual’s best
interests at heart, which I found out very early. So, at one
point, I made a decision of my own, and told them I quit. It
went surprisingly well for about two years as Laura
Peddington, bike messenger, in Vancouver BC.
The buzzer sounded and the door to my cell unlocked.
Two prison guards stood just outside.
“You have a visitor, Miss Willard, a very important
person, so we need you to be on your best behavior.” They
led me down the hall, past the other cells, the guards shoving
me forward down the hallway. They led me, not to the family
visiting room with the reinforced glass wall between inmate
and visitor, but to an open room with a table and chairs. A
man in an expensive dark suit sat in one of the chairs. He
stood when I entered the room. The guards pushed me into
the chair across from him and handcuffed me to a large U bolt
on the table top.
“Is that really necessary?” the man asked.
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“If you want to keep your nuts, it is,” the guard answered.
“Leave us, and this conversation is not to be recorded,”
The man said. The guards left and the man sat back down.
“Ms. Willard, my name is Thomas Bonnrich. I’m a
senator from New York State. I’ve been trying to get in to see
you for quite some time and have been prevented from doing
so.”
“Why?”
“Because the Army did everything they could to keep me
from knowing where you were.”
“No, why would a US Senator from New York be so
interested in seeing me?”
“Because I think you are being unfairly treated. I
reviewed your case after the Washington incident. You were
acquitted of all charges.”
“Except disobeying a direct order,” I answered.
“An order that was clearly unlawful, that you as a
thinking human being had a duty to disobey.”
“Apparently the Army didn’t see it that way.”
“I believe with enough pressure, I can change the Army’s
mind and get you out of here.”
“Okay I’m listening.”
“But I’m going to need some information,” he said.
“What information could I possibly have that would help
you?”
“Tell me about Graybeard.”
“Who?”
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“Come, come, Ms. Willard, there is no reason to be shy
with me. I am a United States Senator, with the highest
security clearance. So, there is no reason not to tell me.”
“No reason, except I’ve never heard of this Graybeard
guy.”
“It’s not who, but what – and I have reason to believe that
you do know a lot about it.”
“And what reason is that?”
“Nice try, but, I have my sources. Let’s just say it was no
accident that you were imprisoned on this Air Force Base.
There is something going on here that I believe the American
people should know about.”
“Did your sources tell you that I was just moved here, and
I don’t get out much?”
“Just moved here, when?” he asked, as if his sources were
giving him incorrect information.
“Days ago,” I answered.
“So maybe you don’t know yet. No matter. I think we can
still help each other out. I believe you are here as part of a
project called Graybeard, and I believe this project has
serious consequences to our nation and the freedom of its
citizens.”
“I’m not so sure I like where this is going. You make it
sound so lofty, when it’s really more like treason.”
“You’re an intelligent woman, Ms. Willard. You must
decide for yourself, but when you know more and really think
about the implications, you will do the right thing. Let me

4

know when you are ready to talk again.”
“How?” I asked.
“Call my office. All you have to do is mention Graybeard
and they will know what do.” He stood and pounded on the
closed door. A minute later the two guards were back to let
him out and take me away.
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Chapter 1:
I was allowed to change out of prison orange and back
into my Northwest 90’s grunge before being taken to the
main administration building at Holloman Air Force Base.
The admin at a desk in the main office area looked up at me
and said, “Did you enjoy your prison stay?”
“It was blissfully short,” I answered.
“You’re expected in the commander’s office. Please go
on in.”
Three men occupied the office. One was a ranking
military officer; I assumed was the base commander, one was
dressed in a dark suit. The third man was younger and dressed
jeans and an Oxford shirt.
“Not exactly government issue,” the man in the suit said
when I came in.
“I’ve been on vacation,” I answered.
“You’re in the air force now, Airman Willard, so we’ll get
you properly attired,” the base commander said. “But I
suspect that these two would like to get on with their work, so
I will leave you with them for the rest of the day.” He turned
to the two men, “carry on then,” and he walked out of the
room.
The man in the suit said, “Willy, go get things ready. I
need to speak with Ms. Willard.”
“I need her back, David, because this is the woman I was
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telling you about, she’s going to make our project a success.”
The man in the Oxford shirt and jeans walked from the office.
“I’m Dr. David Grey, I’m interested in what was said at
your meeting with the good senator.”
“It was rather short once he was convinced I didn’t know
anything about the project he was asking me about.”
“And what did he ask you about?”
“A project called Graybeard,” I said. “Is that the project
the other man was talking about?”
“No, the other man is Dr. Wallace Grummond and the
project he was talking about is called IMP.”
“Well, the senator seems to think I was moved here to be
part of this Graybeard Project. He promised to get me out of
prison if I helped him.”
“Did he say how he came into this information about
Graybeard?” Dr. Grey asked.
“He said ‘sources,’ but wouldn’t elaborate on who those
sources were.”
“Not that it matters, seeing that his sources are completely
wrong. Anyway, Dr. Grummond is rather anxious to get
started.” He ushered me out of the office, closing the door
behind him.
“There you are. Come on Millie, I have something to
show you I think you’re going to like. Oh yes, I’m Dr.
Wallace Grummond,” he said as he led me to the passenger
side of a burgundy colored civilian version Hummer. “David,
you don’t mind if the pretty girl gets shotgun, do you?” Our
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host didn’t wait for an answer; instead he rushed before me
and opened the door. He helped me in with a little more
fondling than necessary. “Nice muscles, I like a girl with
muscles.” The whole incident was rather inappropriate and I
should have objected. But there was something about this guy
that I liked.
“Just make sure you keep your hands on the wheel, Dr.
Grummond, or we’ll end up in a ditch,” Dr. Grey said.
I situated myself in the seat; Dr. Grummond was around
the other side and starting the vehicle before I secured the
seat belt. The engine roared and we shot off, turning left onto
a wide, straight, sand covered road, heading directly north,
away from the other buildings.
“Not too much fallout from that George Row incident I
hope?” Wallace asked.
“That’s why I was on vacation,” I said, “or, more
accurately, hiding out.”
“Who is George Row?” Dr. Grey asked.
“Who was George Row,” I corrected him.
“He was the one that caused all that trouble in
Washington three years ago. And this girl is the one who
stopped him,” Wallace said as he laid his hand on my thigh.
“And this is the person you want on this project?” David
Grey asked.
“Don’t worry, Mr. Harfax said she’s as gentle as a kitten
once you get to know her.”
“Harfax? You know Harfax?” I asked.
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“Yes, Faxy and I go way back,” Grummond answered.
“Well, next time you see Faxy, tell him this kitten would
like to kick him in the balls.”
“Yup, we must be talking about the same Faxy,”
Grummond said.
We rode for the next half hour in silence as the setting sun
turned the dry desert into an ethereal alien landscape of
purple, red and orange.
The road cut through a steep sided canyon, blocked by a
chain link fence gate, seemingly in the middle of the
wilderness. Dr. Grummond pushed a button on a device he
kept in the center console. The rusted steel gate slid aside on
rails letting us in.
The sandy road wound its way up the side of the largest of
the numerous craggy peaks that dotted the area. It took us to
what appeared to be a large corrugated steel observatory.
Wallace Grummond parked in the small lot next to the
building.
“Here we are,” Wallace announced.
Getting out, I was so mesmerized by how the setting sun
painted the distant formations that Dr. Grummond had to
nudge me out of my trance.
“This way,” he urged.
He took us to the khaki colored metal building that faced
away from the sun. Accessing a panel on the side of the
building, a large door, like on an airplane hangar, began to
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part. Grummond didn’t wait for the doors to fully open before
he went inside. The orange light of the reflected sunset
revealed the interior. Around the walls, racks of computers
and instruments stood silent and dark. The center of the space
was mostly empty, except for snakes of bundled wires and
cables. Front and center, just inside the slowly opening
doorway, a device sat on a sturdy tripod that appeared to be
an unhappy marriage of a Barrett M107 and a super soaker.
“There she is. Isn’t she beautiful?” Grummond
announced.
The face only a father could love, if that father was a mad
scientist. Now I knew why he thought I was a ‘pretty girl.’
Never tell a parent their child is ugly. “What is it?” I
asked.
Grummond walked over and started switching on some of
the equipment. “It’s a long-range, single-target, infantrymobile, ultra-high-velocity, electro-motive, guided-projectile
weapon.”
I looked from the device, to the scientist, and back to the
device. “Isn’t that a bit long for an acronym?”
“We call it IMP for short,” Wallace said.
“It’s a rail gun,” David clarified.
“Rail gun? Doesn’t the Navy have one of those, only
theirs is the size of a parking garage?”
“Well, they have a bigger budget,” Dr. Grummond said.
“And it’s a bit more difficult to carry around. But yes, it’s
commonly called a rail gun, and we want you to test it.”
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Wallace walked to a shelf and came back with an
aluminum case. He unlatched the cover. Inside was
something that looked like a dragonfly without the legs and
wings.
“This is the projectile. Between each of these segments is
a tiny piezoelectric actuator. And here in the head is the
imprint camera and logic.”
“Imprint?” I asked.
“Yes, come. I’ll explain, but I don’t want to lose the light.
Here, look through here.”
I got behind the strange device and he guided me into
position with a bit more touching than necessary. I took the
familiar pistol grip in hand.
“This unlocks the carriage.” He led my left hand to a
lever. “Move to North 23. Do you see the blockhouse?”
I made the small adjustment; there in the distance, lit in
orange sunlight and shimmering in the atmospheric distortion,
was a square building with the pitted silhouette of a man
painted in black.
“Yes, I see a square building with a man painted on it.”
“That’s it. Now see the red square?” I could tell from his
voice that he was now off to my left, several feet away. It
didn’t inspire a lot of confidence that the man who designed
this contraption was backing away when I was about to fire it.
“The one that’s moving.”
“Yes, yes, that’s it. Center the target in the sight and hold
until the red square settles on it. Once it does, press that small
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button under your thumb.”
I resisted the temptation to look from the scope to the
button I could feel beneath my thumb. The square settled on
the painted man. I pushed the button.
“That imprints the image of the target into the projectile
memory. Now, the projectile will seek out that image. As
long as the target stays within the large circle it should not
miss.” His voice was more muted, as if he were looking away
from me, or worse, taking position behind a protective panel.
I again resisted the temptation to look. “Fire whenever you
are ready.”
I squeezed the trigger. There was a slight kick, a flash and
a loud high pitched snap. Less than a second later the painted
body vanished in a puff of white smoke. I could smell ozone
and feel my hair standing on end.
I backed away and looked towards the two men. Dr. Grey
was still looking through binoculars while Dr. Grummond
grinned like the Cheshire Cat. He rushed over, grabbing me in
a bear hug. He squished me up against himself, and jumped
up and down as if I were the winning pitcher of the final
game of the World Series.
“Hah ha, we did it! We did it!” He eventually released
me, putting an arm around my shoulder letting his hand drape
over my breast. Dr. Grey’s celebration was more subdued, but
he couldn’t hide the smile on his face as he set the binoculars
down and looked at Dr. Grummond.
“Willy, you may want to be a little more careful about
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where you put your hands, especially on a woman who is
such a well-trained assassin.”
“Oh,” he said, slowly releasing me. “Sorry.”
“No worries,” I said. Did Grummond really like me, or
does he do this with every woman he meets? If so, he could
be the next to get named in a sexual harassment suit. I did
know I should have objected, but the problem was, I liked it,
and I kind of liked him.
“Didn’t I tell you, David? It wasn’t the control systems.
It was the operator, and all we need now is some training.”
“I don’t want to detract from the celebration, but if the
projectile is guided, or, as you say, imprinted, why would you
need a skilled sniper to use it?” I asked.
“The projectile is guided, but only to a degree. That’s why
the target must stay inside the circle or the imprint won’t
lock, and the correction required will fall outside the
capabilities of the projectile.”
“However, I think Miss Willard may have a point. This
weapon was supposed to be usable by any reasonably trained
infantry soldier, not just by highly trained marksmen.”
“Yes, David, I understand. But it’s still just a matter of
training. I’m sure there are some people who will not be able
to use it, just like any other piece of military hardware. Now
that we know the concept works, we can convince them to
continue the project. We just need to have Ms. Willard train
them,” Grummond said.
“Wha...?” I objected.
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“Whatever,” Wallace continued. “But the point is, we can
show viability and we can continue the testing. Ms. Willard, I
love you!” He gave me an unexpected kiss on the lips, and
another hug. Okay, that did it, I kissed him back. Not just a
little kiss, but a big forceful wet one, not letting him go until
he started struggling.
Finally letting him go, I said, “I kind of like you too, Dr.
Wallace Grummond.”
He took a moment to steady himself, and then said,
“Wow, she’s really strong.”
Dr. Grey smiled, “I told you to be careful. Anyway, it’s
getting late. Perhaps we should get Airman Willard back to
base before she’s declared AWOL.”
“You’re right, David. Let me just copy the video feed and
save the results.”
I wandered over to the open doorway looking out over the
deepening blue landscape. The red sky had faded into dark
purples sprinkled with pin point stars. I felt as though I was
breathing in the very Spirit of God as I took in the cool fresh
air.
“Why me?” I asked as I turned back towards the large
room.
“What?” Dr. Grummond said, still hunched over his
computer.
“Why did you pick me for this testing? “I asked. “Surely,
I’m not the only marksman available.”
“It’s not easy to find a sniper with a degree in physics,”
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Wallace said.
“Not that I want to mess this up, but I don’t have a
degree, in physics or anything else.”
Grummond looked up from the monitor. The light made
his face shine in the darkness like an angel from God about to
pass judgment. “Didn’t you attend Manchester Community
College?”
“Yes, but I didn’t complete the last semester.”
“The records show you completed four semesters of math
and four of physics. That’s a transferrable associate of science
in almost any state school.”
“Don’t argue with him,” David said to me. “Bottom line,
you are pretty much the only marksman who couldn’t say
no.”
I’m not sure the world really needed another weapons
system, but prototype testing meant no live targets. Maybe
Harfax wasn’t as much of an ass as I thought he was.
However, I still wanted to kick him in the balls, because he
still lied to me.
“To be honest,” I said, “I’m glad I can help.”
“Good,” Wallace said. “Welcome to the team.”
He pulled a disc from the computer before shutting it
down, then stood and walked over to me. “Listen, if you want
to continue your studies, I can talk to the Air Force people
about it.”
“I’m not sure the Air Force likes me very much,” I said,
as a way of avoiding an answer.
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This time, Dr. Grey rode up front and I sat in back.
During the day, the desert is a hostile barren place. At sunset,
it’s strangely beautiful. At night it’s forbiddingly empty, with
nothing but total blackness outside the window. We may as
well have been driving through a tunnel. My mind wandered.
All that separated us from being lost in the middle of this
hostile environment was one piece of complex technology,
with thousands of parts. Any one of which could fail at any
minute, leaving us stranded. How silly we humans are,
technocratic grubs surviving only in the shadow of our
manufactured cocoons that care nothing for us. At any
moment, it could be kicked away and we would squirm
helplessly, baking in the sun until our lives evaporated away.
I awoke to the sound of opening and closing doors.
David was cursing. “Shit I missed my ride home. My wife
is going to kill me.”
“I’m not going anywhere. Take my car.”
“I couldn’t do that. I won’t be back until Monday.”
“I’m not going anywhere this weekend, and even if I were
I’m sure I could get a ride.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes, yes, no problem. Now that we have a project again,
I have a lot of reports to catch up on. Good night David, say
hi to the family for me.”
I slid myself out of the back as David got back in.
David waved as he pulled away, leaving Wallace and I
standing together in the pool of light made by the lone flood
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light on the side of the concrete building. There were other
street lights and floods still burning, but all the buildings
looked completely dark.
“Um, Dr. Grummond, you wouldn’t know where I was
supposed to sleep tonight, would you?”
He stopped and thought for a moment. “You could sleep
with me.”
“Huh?”
“No, that came out wrong. I mean I do have a guest room.
You could sleep there for the night, unless you’re worried
about what people may think.”
“They already think I’m a murderous, out of control
assassin. How much worse could it be?”
“You’ve got a point. Come on, it’s not far.”
I’m sure he was thinking it wasn’t far when driving. Once
we got away from the lights of the base, we were walking on
a dark road. Funny thing about open deserts at night, without
trees to define the path, it got harder to determine what was
road and what was not, especially when sand seemed to cover
everything.
“A little different walking this in the dark,” he admitted
as he looped his right arm over my shoulder, his fingers just
touching my breast. This guy was making me crazy, I wanted
him to stop – no, actually, I wanted him to put his hands all
over me and feel the crap out of me.
“You’re sure this is the right way?” I asked. “I’ve seen
monster movies that start this way.”
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“Thanks for sharing, but I’m glad I’m with a trained CIA
agent, just in case.”
“That’s an ex-CIA agent without a weapon,” I clarified.
“I’m sure you’ll look a lot tastier to any monsters we
meet.”
“So, you’d let me get eaten by a monster.”
“No, because I was thinking about having you for dinner
myself.”
This whole thing was getting a little too sexy. If I didn’t
change the subject soon we’d be doing it in the middle of the
road. “I thought your name was Wallace?”
“That’s right,” he answered.
“But I heard Dr. Grey call you Willy.”
“Because I hate the name Wallace, and whatever you do,
please don’t call me Wally.”
“Okay Willy, you don’t seem like the usual military type
person, so why weapons systems?” I asked.
“What?”
“Why did you go into designing weapon systems? You
seem to be more of a peace and love type guy.”
“Wow, I think that’s one of the nicest things any military
person ever said to me. I suppose you could say I sold out.
Did you know that the same type of technology can be used
to launch vehicles into space?”
“No, but I suppose it makes sense in a Jules Vern type of
way,” I said.
“Ha, I was right about you. Yes, I wanted to go to work
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for NASA, thus the whole government employee thing.
However, I didn’t make the cut at the same time their budget
did make the cut. Anyway, I needed work and the Air Force
needed scientists. Thus, here I am. What about you? I can’t
say that I’ve met a lot of assassins in my time, but you
certainly don’t seem to fit the profile.”
“I’m not sure how that whole assassin thing got started,
but yes I did work with the CIA for a time. I guess it all
started when my father was murdered.”
“I’m sorry, was it anger over your father’s death that got
you started?” he asked.
“No, after the bank took the house, it was more of a, I
needed a job and a place to live kind of thing and the Army
seemed like the quickest way to both. They taught me how to
shoot, then didn’t want to use women in combat so they gave
me to the CIA.”
“That law is changed now, you know.”
“I heard, not that it makes much difference to me now.”
We left the darkness behind as we entered what looked to
be a rather normal looking residential area filled with
suburban style stucco homes. We walked two more blocks.
“This is it, home sweet home,” Willy Grummond said.
“Looks pretty normal,” I replied.
“Unfortunately, yes,” he said as he unlocked the door and
ushered me in. It was indeed a normal ranch style house with
a living room, dining and kitchen area to the right and a
hallway to bedrooms to the left. The decor was the kind of
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Spartan industrial nerd style I recognized from my father’s
house.
“Do you want anything to eat? There may be some
leftover pizza in the fridge that I was saving for breakfast, but
you can have it.”
“I was thinking more about being eaten,” I said and gave
him a kiss.
He stood there wide eyed for a moment after I let him go.
Finally, he said, “Boy you look delicious.”
The next morning, I was still having fond thoughts of all
the fun things you can do with a T-Rex plushy and an active
imagination.
“The bathroom is through that door and there are towels
in the closet,” He said as I opened my eyes. “I’m afraid your
clothes are in the dryer, but they should be done shortly.”
After a refreshing shower, I rummaged through his closet
and found a large white shirt and a pair of jean shorts that
looked way too small for him; I put them on and padded out
to the kitchen where the open pizza box was set out on the
counter.
“Boy, I just love those thighs, you are one healthy young
woman,” he said as he watched me walk to one of the stools
next to the passthrough counter and sit down. He slid his hand
up my thigh, and then stopped. “You found those shorts in
my closet?”
“Yup, they don’t look like they fit you; does that mean
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I’m not the first?” I said as I took one of the two remaining
slices.
Grummond said, “Don’t worry, it was nothing sordid,
those belong to David’s daughter.”
My eyebrows went up.
“No, no, nothing like that. Her dad was here also, she left
them here after her soccer team did a car wash fund raiser at
the base. Can I get you something to drink?” he said, trying to
change the subject.
“A coke if you’ve got one.”
“Diet?”
“Sure.”
“You are definitely not like any of the other military
people on this base,” he commented.
“Are you saying I’m undisciplined?”
“No, it’s not that, there is something open and honest
about you, all the others seem too uptight. They are all so … I
guess ‘macho’ is the only word I can think of.” He said.
“There is probably a good reason for that.”
“I’m talking about the women. They all put on this front
like they are all so tough, it’s like you can never get to the
real person. With you, everything is real, no pretense.”
“I think that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to
me.” As I watched him smile at me as he was eating pizza
for breakfast it hit me. I suddenly felt like I had just lost my
virginity to my father.
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Chapter 2:
A loud bullhorn from outside blared, “Police!” The front
door was smashed in, and dark uniformed SWAT men
flooded through the smashed door, as I was standing there in
a shirt and shorts with only a pizza bone for a weapon.
“Down on the floor, now!”
“What?”
“Down now,” one man ordered.
The woman in an officer’s uniform called out, “Dr.
Wallace Grummond, is that you, are you, all right? She didn’t
hurt you, did she?”
“What’s the meaning of this?” Wallace was yelling.
“What are you doing? Hey, leave her alone!”
“Dr. Grummond, are you all right? Did she hurt you, have
you been drugged?”
“What? No! Who are you people and what are you talking
about?”
Only minutes later I was sitting in the base commander’s
office with Dr. Grummond and all the base’s brass wasting
the taxpayer’s money by standing around looking
dumbfounded, as Captain Margaret Jenn, the MP
Commander, was explaining her actions.
“As you know, Sergeant Willard was supposed to be
transferred to the maximum security prison to be ready for the
senator’s visit. However, she never showed at the processing
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office last night and this morning his secretary told us that she
left with Dr. Grummond and did not return. We did an air
sweep of the base and could not find Dr. Grummond’s car
here at the base, at his house or at the test site. We assumed
that Willard had kidnapped him, or worse, killed him and fled
the area.”
“Prison? I knew nothing about any prison term. I’d
specifically requested that she be on the IMP team.”
“Don’t you know she’s a dangerous prisoner? I don’t
know why anyone ever okayed her working on this project,
she should be behind bars.”
Grummond lost it. “We were having breakfast! Last I
remember, that didn’t require calling out a military strike.
Didn’t you read the transcripts? She was never convicted and
there is no reason for her to be in prison.”
“I don’t have time for that.”
“Make the time, the report is clear. She was never
convicted, she is an Army sergeant who was following
orders, at great risk to her own life, against impossible odds,
she single handedly saved the lives of some very important
people. That is the kind of woman I want working on this
project.”
“As far as I’m concerned, the Army can have her back. In
the last twenty four hours, she’s failed to report in as ordered,
gone AWOL, and was found shacking up with a civilian
project lead. That is not what I would call an asset to the
program.”
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“Here!” Grummond slammed the CD down on the desk.
“Go ahead, load it. In five minutes, she turned a half billion
dollar flop into a viable program. I would call that an asset!”
Colonel Augsburg, the base commander, who until this
point had remained quiet, took the CD. “We will consider
this. In the meantime, I think things got a little out of hand.
Captain, if you would, touch base with Sergeant Willard.
Make sure that she understands what’s expected of her. And,
get her into some suitable housing and suitable clothing; I’m
sure we can work things out.”
“Does she need to be in the military? I understand she’s
been living as a civilian for the last two years,” Grummond
asked.
“No, doctor, that was the agreement, that she remain in
the military and she be available at the prison when required,”
Augsburg countered.
“Then at least give her rank back to her, or better yet,
make her an officer so that she doesn’t have to be watched all
the time.”
“We can’t just make her an officer,” the captain
explained.
“Then send her to school, whatever it takes. I don’t want
her jerked around by this crazy woman,” Grummond said.
“She’s a tech specialist and she has a place to sleep in the
barracks with the rest of the new recruits,” Jenn said.
“No, absolutely not! She is a member of the IMP project
team; you know very well they cannot be mixed with the non-
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project airmen,” Grummond objected.
“I did not sign off on her being a part of any project,”
Jenn boasted.
“Then why is she here?” Grummond said, exasperated.
“She’s here because she is supposed to be prison and I
can’t spare any of my men to babysit, so I would just as soon
have her locked up.”
“Bull shit! You know that I specifically requested that she
be added to the team, and you know that the IMP effort takes
priority over some bureaucrat checking up on three year old
news. Get a clue; she is not guilty, of anything. That is what
the board of inquest determined. If you don’t believe me, read
the transcripts. There is no reason to keep her under
surveillance.”
“Sir, do I have to stand here and allow some nerd to talk
to me that way?” Captain Margaret Jenn demanded.
“Easy Captain, she’s on the project, find a way to deal
with it,” the base commander replied.
“But sir, it’s not some bureaucrat, it’s a U.S. Senator, and
he expects her to be in prison under guard.”
“And she will be when the time comes. In the meantime,
find her a place on the project team,” the Colonel insisted.
“She already tried to escape, sir, we had to mobilize the
entire base. She was found in a civilian residence, where she
could have easily escaped.”
“She was eating breakfast, for heaven’s sake, what was so
criminal about that?” Grummond asked.

25

“This is on your head, Wallace,” Jenn snapped.
“Captain! Enough, that’s all, you’re dismissed,” Coronel
Augsburg ordered.
Captain Margaret Jenn gave a defiant salute and stormed
out of the office.
“Dr. Grummond, you and your people will make sure that
she is available when needed. And I trust you can find her
better housing than your house?” Augsburg said.
“Yes sir, and thank you,” Grummond responded.
“Dismissed.”
Dr. Grummond borrowed a military hummer and we
drove north to a separately gated area where I was introduced
to Major Trowenski, the Air Force special projects officer.
“Welcome to the Air Force, Airman Willard. Although
this is a scientific projects sector and things may appear to be
lax, you will be expected to maintain military discipline.
During the times that you are not directly involved on the
project, you will be expected to show for morning formation,
you will attend training exercises, and be on the guard duty
rotation. You will be expected to maintain your ABU, and
your trainers. You are also required to purchase and maintain
Air Force dress blues. Find Master Sergeant Sloan; he will
assign you a room and get you on the roster. Dismissed,
Airman.”
As it turns out, Master Sergeant Sloan was easy to find in
that he was almost a foot taller than anyone else, with
shoulders wider than most doorways and had a voice louder
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than the average thrash metal band. In other words, if he was
green, he’d be a famous comic book character.
“Sergeant Sloan, Airman Willard reporting,” I said.
The sergeant had a confused look on his face.
“I’m working with Dr. Wallace Grummond,” I said.
Something seemed to click.
“Oh, you’re Willy’s trigger man, the Army brat.”
“Yes, that would be me.”
“Welcome to ‘Camp Nerd,’ and I mean that in the most
affectionate way. This is a research base; therefore, you will
probably find that some of what happens here may look a bit,
shall we say… unconventional. That’s okay, but don’t take
that to mean that we don’t take our job seriously. Keep your
nose clean, do what the science guys tell you to, and we
won’t have a problem. If visitors get in here it means they are
important, so look like you’re in the military, okay Willard?”
“Yes Sergeant.”
“Good, go to building 12, see the woman there. She will
find you a room, and an ID. You will not be able to get into
this section without it. Once you’re settled, get yourself some
sort of portable computer like an iPad or Surface or
something; the science people don’t seem to know how to
talk to people any other way. If they are happy, then I am
happy. Understood, Airman?”
“Understood, Sergeant.”
I was assigned a place to sleep in building A4. It was a
kind of cubicle where the bunk, locker and desk were a
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unitized affair, a step up from a rack but not quite a room. My
orientation took me from A4 back to 12 for an ID and then to
the PX in the main base. As it turns out, it took less
paperwork hassle to get clearance to an ultra top secret
military base than it took to get a smart phone account.
I did not see Dr. Grummond for the rest of the day;
instead I got acquainted with the security setup for the project
area, and the proving grounds to the northwest. On the
outside, the camp looked like a normal military installation; if
it weren’t for the aircraft parked on the base runway, it could
have been 1950 outside. However, in the security bunker it
was a completely different story, it looked more like a science
fiction movie set. From all the different cameras and sensors,
there was not much that didn’t go undetected. Yesterday’s
ride out to the rail gun installation would have been tracked
every inch of the way. It was hard to believe that Captain
Jenn could have lost track of where I was, until I found out
that the main base and residential areas were not part of the
projects and proving ground area.
I was given a tour of the facility, the rundown of the
procedures, and was assigned a station for the 16:00 to 00:00
shift. Mostly I got to know Tony Crowe, the shift lead, who
was not very happy with Dr. Wallace Grummond and the
others involved in the IMP project.
“What did you feel?” Tony asked after I told him of my
visit to the mountain top where the rail gun was set up.
“Close to God,” I answered.
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“You are fortunate that the spirits accepted you,” He said,
“That place you were standing on is sacred ground, and they
shouldn’t be there.”
“No wonder they are having so much trouble getting it to
work,” I said.
He raised an eyebrow, “Really,” he said. “I didn’t know it
was having problems.”
“I probably should not have told you that.”
“I’m glad you did.”
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Chapter 3:
Dr. Grummond came for me very early next Monday
morning for the trip out to the test site.
“I liked you better the way you were dressed before,” he
told me on the ride out.
“I don’t think this ABU was designed to be sexy,” I told
him.
“I think we’re going to have to get you some test clothes
out at the site,” he said.
“Speaking of the site,” I said. “Did you know that it is
built on sacred ground?”
“No, how did you find that out?”
“One of the security people I work with is Navajo,” I said.
“It’s certainly a beautiful spot, I was lucky to find it.
Wait, why are you telling me this?” he asked.
“Well, because he would like us to move it.”
“Hmm, that could be a problem. I don’t want to anger the
Navajo, or the spirits, but we need a space that’s high and
away from the main base. And I think all the programmers
really like going out there. It would be difficult to get a move
approved, at least until the official testing starts. Why don’t
you talk to your friend to see if there is some way, besides
moving, we could make everyone happy?”
“I’ll talk to him, but I’m not sure what is going to make
the spirits happy.”
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That morning the machine’s performance was mixed. I
tried to be cognizant of what I was doing each step of the
way.
“Software issues are, by definition, constant and
repeatable by their very nature,” the lead programmer argued.
“It’s not like the code changes from one try to the next.”
“All I know is that sometimes it decides to lock and
sometimes it decides not to lock. Maybe it’s something in the
hardware?” I asked.
“I hope not,” Wallace said. “A major hardware change
would delay the program more than our schedule or budget
could afford.”
By late morning, we were all quite frustrated. It was too
hot for the ABU jacket, so I stripped down to a heather gray t
shirt with the air force wings logo. The programmers had
blocked out the code involved in target recognition and lock,
and had left to add the hooks in the code that would hopefully
trap the issue. Wallace received the okay for the hardware
hookup for the targeting scope. I walked over to him where
he sat on one of the equipment benches.
“Sorry it didn’t go that well today,” I said.
He pulled me closer, “Actually that was better than it’s
been. I found out that in most cases programmers and military
people are not a good mix. Thank you for being so patient
with them. I believe you that there is an issue, I just hope we
can find it in time.”
“So, you don’t think it’s the spirits then?” I asked.
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He smiled and gave me a squeeze. “I wouldn’t rule that
out, at this point, I just don’t know how we’d get a move
approved. And to be honest, I’m not sure I’d want to be
scrutinized by the whole base as long as we are having these
issues.” The rest of the week showed a slow deterioration in
performance.
It was late Friday evening; it had been a particularly
frustrating day. My normal success rate had dropped to zero.
The three programmers were ganging up on Grummond
trying to convince him it was my fault; I was staring out the
hangar door watching the sunset.
Becoming aware of how exasperated Dr. Grummond was
getting, I turned around and walked into the snake pit. It was
time to take a different approach.
“They could be right, it could be my fault.” That got
everyone’s attention. Willy was appalled. “What is my hit
ratio?” I asked.
“It’s been as high as 90% some days,” Grummond
answered, trying to defend me.
“What has it been at the worst times?”
“It has been as low as 30% if you don’t count today,”
Wallace admitted.
“Has there been anyone better?”
“No,” Dr. Grummond insisted.
“So, guys, how hard do you think it would be for the
military to find people who can get along with this targeting
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system?”
“I don’t see your point, all you have to do is correctly use
the system.” One of the programmers protested.
“And how do I do that?” I asked.
“Whatever you do to make it work,” he said, exasperated.
“That’s the point, I don’t know why sometimes it works
and why sometimes it doesn’t. So how can it be a viable
weapon system if no one can be found that can operate it?”
“How is that our problem?”
“Because you have to be able to sell this thing to the
military if you want to get paid. They certainly won’t buy it if
no one can make it work, regardless of whose fault it is.”
“How can we fix it if we don’t know what you are doing
to cause it not to acquire target?”
“Is there some way you could watch the same screen that
I’m watching?”
“You mean feed the scope image to another screen?”
“Yes.”
“The problem is that the scope image is part optical and
part systems generated.”
“Then how does the targeting system see to acquire?” I
asked.
“She’s right; the logic has to recognize the target, doesn’t
it?” Dr. Grummond asked.
“Yes, but that is buried in the algorithm. We didn’t write
that part of the code. How are we going to get a look inside?”
the programmer asked.
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“No, I’m talking about the picture that is sent to the
logic,” Dr. Grummond said.
The other programmer said, “Maybe we can tap it here at
the coder.”
“Maybe, but that would take a hardware change,” the
other programmer said.
“Then do it,” Grummond said.
“That’s not a today issue,” the first programmer said.
“Look, we have an evaluation coming up; I would like
this thing to pass. I don’t want to take chances on the logic
being persnickety on that day,” Dr. Grummond said.
“Have you tried moving it?” I asked.
“What?”
“Have you tried moving the IMP?”
“Why?”
“Because part of the acronym is infantry, so it should be
movable and it should be useable by infantry soldiers,” I
pointed out.
“If it doesn’t work here, spending all the time and energy
moving it isn’t going to help any,” The lead programmer
argued.
“You said you had an evaluation coming up. Is that going
to be held here?” I asked.
“No, those business types aren’t going to come all the
way out here.”
“Then wouldn’t it be useful to know if it’s going to work
at the evaluation site?” I pushed.
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“Yes, but we already know that it doesn’t work here.”
“Maybe it will work there, maybe it won’t work at all
there, but it sure would be good to know for sure how it will
perform at the evaluation site,” I pleaded.
“She could have a point. Even if it doesn’t do us any
good, at least it will be closer to you guys so that it won’t take
all day driving back and forth to test fixes. You guys keep
working, I’ll see about getting it moved. Also, I’ll check with
David about the hardware change. It would be easier for him
to install the fix if it were closer,” Grummond said.
“He always takes her side,” one of the programmers
mumbled as they walked away.
“Maybe if you grew breasts he would listen to you,” the
other programmer said.
“I heard that,” I said.
We got back to base late that evening, only to find that
Captain Jenn was waiting rather impatiently.
“Shacking with the nerds again, I see,” was her greeting.
“Are you the morality officer this week?” I asked.
“I’m making sure that you haven’t fled. The Senator will
be here next month and you better be ready.”
“Ready for what?”
“This is a Senator we’re talking about; we don’t need him
to have cause to start an inquiry.”
“Why, are you doing something wrong?” I asked.
“I’m sure your squinty friends wouldn’t want government
hounds sniffing around their projects.”
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“Why, are they doing something wrong?” I asked again.
“You just don’t get it, do you?” she huffed at me.
“No, I don’t get what you are so afraid of.”
“I am not afraid,” Jenn stated.
“You could have fooled me.”
“I knew you were going to be trouble.”
“Look, if it helps, I got an A in my CIA creative lying
class, so don’t worry. I’ll hold my own with the Senator.” I
responded.
“So, you could be lying to me now?” she asked
sarcastically.
“It’s possible, I could have gotten a B in the class and you
wouldn’t know.”
“It’s a good thing you have all those squinty eyed nerds
on your side, or else I’d bust you so fast.”
“Yes sir!” I said.
“I knew there was a reason I didn’t join the Army.” She
said as she walked away.
IMP left the observatory late Friday and was being set up
in the distance range close to the main base by early Saturday
afternoon.
I was on the field detail led by Master Sergeant Sloan
setting up practice targets down range a kilometer away from
where the launcher was set up. There were a total of twenty
targets that ranged from personnel cutouts to junk vehicles,
set in random order and varying distances and spacing. Even
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though Sloan led the team, he deferred to my judgment as to
how the targets should be set and spaced.
“I hope you know what you’re doing, this looks like a
pretty tough test. Most of the Brain boy’s usually like their
tests neat and orderly. I hate to think that you had us all out
here pushing dead cars and trucks around in the hot sun all
day just to have them tell us to move them all again.”
“No worries,” I told him. I’m not sure if it was desert
spirits or too little sleep, but somehow, I had the feeling that
everything was going to be okay.
“Hear that, guys? If we have to come back out here again,
blame Willard.”
“No problem, Sarge,” they answered, “we like working in
the hot sun on Saturday.”
“Thanks a lot, Master Sergeant,” I responded.
By late afternoon, when we finished, I returned to the
launch site. A good size crowd had gathered, which included
a lot of the high ranking officers. Dr. Wallace Grummond
was locked in an argument with Captain Jenn.
“As head of the safety committee I strongly object to
having this unknown, untested device this close to the
population area of the base.”
“It is not unknown or untested. It has gone through
extensive testing and is not dangerous. If anything goes
wrong, it has a failsafe that will keep it from firing so that it
will not fire wildly as you postulate. Besides, Airman Willard
is well versed in the safe operation and will know if
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something is wrong,” Grummond said.
“That’s another issue, we simply cannot trust Willard
with such a dangerous weapon,” Jenn continued.
“You’ve got to be kidding! Do you really think she is
going to attack the base single handedly? That is the craziest
thing I’ve ever heard,” Dr. Grummond protested.
“I don’t want to take the chance.”
“This is crazy; this woman is the one who is unstable,”
Grummond said to the base commander, Augsburg.
“Captain Jenn, the test firing of the IMP has already been
approved, you know that. Unless you have some specific
knowledge that this weapon poses an imminent danger to the
base or to base personnel, there is no reason to stop the test,”
Colonel Augsburg replied.
“I told you, Colonel, Willard cannot be trusted,” Jenn
objected.
“There is no evidence of that. Look, Captain, there is no
indication that Airman Willard is anything but an exemplary
member of the armed service. These people are here to see
and evaluate the test, and the test will go forward,” Augsburg
stated. “Dr. Grummond, ready your device for testing,”
Augsburg continued.
I put on ear and eye protection, by order of the safety
officer. Dr. Grummond did one final check of the instruments
and computers that were set up to monitor the IMP test. The
programmers were not here for the test. They were still
working on their fixes.
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Dr. Grummond walked over to me after I was suited up
and put his hand on my shoulder. “Are you ready, Millie?”
“I’m ready, Dr. Grummond.”
The IMP targeting device was powered. Wallace handed
me the magazine of darts. “This is a twenty clip; these are
tracers with bang tips so that the results will be visible to the
reviewers. If there is something going wrong, do not hesitate
to abort. If things are going right, do not hesitate to fire them
all.”
“Aye, sir,” I answered. I put the clip in place, opened the
slide ram and freed the carriage. I swept the scope over the
target field. Sure enough, just as I expected, the acquire logic
locked flawlessly. In fact, the locks were instantaneous, no
errors or lags. I swept through the range several times making
sure that it worked flawlessly each time and making sure that
I could sight targets in the correction circle. I gave the thumbs
up sign.
“When ready, Airman,” Dr. Grummond commanded.
The first two shots were just under a second apart; the
snap, flash, kick and hypersonic crack were now familiar. The
next eighteen shots were as fast as I could squeeze the trigger.
In less than ten seconds, all twenty targets – which took all
afternoon to set up – were destroyed without a single miss.
I looked up from the scope; hot plasma still drifted in the
air around the dark red glowing rails. I could smell the ozone
and feel the static charge. Cheers and shouts erupted from the
crowd. Dr. Wallace Grummond walked slowly up to me.
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There were tears forming in the corners of his eyes. He put
his hand on my shoulder. “That was one of the most darkly
beautiful sights I’ve ever seen,” he said.
The ranking officers came over, leading him away to
congratulate him. I can’t really explain how I was so
confident that it would work so well, but I was happy for
Willy.
Captain Jenn came over to me after the others had walked
away. “Okay, you win this round, but I will have my
opportunity with you, make no mistake.” She walked away
when she saw Master Sergeant Sloan coming over.
“I was not aware this was a contest,” I said.
“What was that?” Sloan asked.
“I’m not sure. She doesn’t like me, now it seems she
thinks we’re competing in some sporting event.”
“She can be a real prick, if you can say that about a
woman. If you have any more trouble with her, let me know.
By the way, that looked pretty impressive from where we
were sitting.”
“I’m happy for Dr. Grummond, he worked awful hard on
this project. But to be honest, looking through the scope, I
couldn’t really see what was going on with the target hits. I
was too busy acquiring the next target.”
What is this thing that I have set loose on the world?
Another destructive device. There were already so many, why
would one more make a difference? But it did, and my
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stomach churned inside me, as if I were the cause of an evil
future.
Two more days of testing; again, it performed flawlessly.
I wanted to believe that it was the desert spirits that caused
the failures, but after studying the data from the successful
tests and the failed tests, it was discovered that the silhouette
painted targets confused the logic as it tried to discern the
difference between the true block shape and the painted
image. The confusion would enable the failsafe and the
acquisition system would fail to lock. A problem that needed
to be fixed, but at least now they knew what to look for.
The fix, however, was not ready in time for the VIP
demonstration. Not a problem when using actual targets and
not painted images.
On the morning of the test we were all rousted early,
inspected, laundered, and inspected again. A caravan of
trucks filed into the base, carrying everything needed to make
the suits comfortable. Because I would be the shooter, I was
not part of the work detail setting up the targets; instead, Dr.
Grummond and Dr. Grey made sure that I was treated like the
holiday goose.
It was early evening before I came out onto the field. The
canopy covered grandstands, velvet ropes, and catered food
gave the demonstration a Roman game feel.
The whole thing was scripted: the good guys, a team of
three, were supposed to run out, set up the IMP to show its
infantry capability, fire down range a kilometer away, hit the
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evil bad guys before they could react, while missing the
innocent bystanders to show its guided ability. It was not like
we hadn’t done this many times before in the last two days,
but today Dr. Grummond was so nervous that Sergeant Sloan
kept a barf bag at the ready.
For me, the wonder of a science fiction lifestyle and the
exhilaration of power from the device could not erase that
scene of an apocalyptic future that still haunted me. The time
was at hand; I carried the bolts, one man carried the tripod,
and another carried the IMP.
It took only seconds to eliminate all the bad guys without
losing a single bystander. I could not see or hear the crowd’s
reaction from behind the rail gun, and to be honest, I didn’t
want to know. Later that day, as I sat seeking absolution for
my sins, tech specialist Tony Crow came by with a plate full
of leftovers.
“For someone who just made a success out of an
important project, you sure look pretty down. You should be
out there soaking in the glory. I don’t think that it’s fair that
just because you’re enlisted you can’t take part in the...”
“It’s not that,” I interrupted. “It’s just that I’m afraid for
the future.”
“You mean about unleashing a new weapon system on the
world? Think of it this way, drone attacks still kill civilians –
this could change that. You showed we can now individually
target the boogie man and leave the good guys alone.”
“You could be right, but just the fact that there is a need
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for such a device makes me afraid for the future,” I answered.
“Pretty philosophical for an ex sniper,” he said, as he
popped a sausage roll into his mouth. I took some kind of
dumpling thing filled with a pork mixture.
“I guess there were no Muslims or Jews invited to this
party,” I said, and I put it into my mouth.
“You think different than most white people I know, I
think there is someone I’d like you to meet,” Tony said.
“Can he cure me?” I asked.
“Maybe,” Tony answered.
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Chapter 4:
Two days later I was sitting in Major Trowenski’s office
with Captain Margaret Jenn. “The IMP team would like to
thank you for your assistance in the program, but
unfortunately that project was canceled,” the Major
announced.
“Was it something we did wrong?” I asked.
“No, everyone was impressed with the performance; it’s
just budget issues, because the latest fighter jet program is
going over budget and they needed to divert the money to
keep it from going down the tubes.”
“In the meantime, Senator Tom Bonnrich has requested
another meeting,” he continued.
“Why? He knows I can’t tell him what he wants to
know.”
Captain Jenn started speaking, “This time he brought a
friend – do you know a Rea Maitland?”
“What?!”
“I’ll take that as a yes,” she smiled. “They want to talk to
you.”
“I don’t understand, what good is bringing Ms. Maitland
going to do? I still don’t know anything about this Graybeard
project he’s so interested in.”
“So, tell him that when you see him,” Jenn said.
This time there was no orange jumpsuit, just my own
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ABU minus the jacket. I was given a cell alone, and spent the
next two days in solitary confinement; no general population,
no library, computer, or exercise yard, not even a chain gang.
I think this was Captain Jenn’s version of winning this
imaginary battle we were having.
Day three, Wednesday, a guard showed up, and led me
out to the meeting room, no shackles or cuffs this time.
Thomas Bonnrich came in, followed by Rea Maitland dressed
in her Wynfield police uniform.
“Officer Maitland! How good of you to come, a little out
of your jurisdiction aren’t you?”
“I’ve given her full authority,” Tom said. “So, no orange
this time?”
“It wasn’t my color.”
“Show a little respect, Skank, the man’s a senator.”
I moved close to her. “No gun, Rea? Speaking of respect,
I’ve decided that I don’t like that name.”
“Hold on, ladies,” Tom said, “Ms. Willard, I know
something is going on here and I’m going to find out what it
is. I brought Officer Maitland here for a little confirmation.”
“Confirmation of what?”
“Tell me about Graybeard,” he said.
“You already know that I can’t tell you anything.”
“Come now Millie, we’re on the same side here. I’m a
very powerful person in Washington; I can help you, maybe
even get you out of here.”
Rea Maitland choked and coughed.
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“As much as I enjoyed that look of stark terror on Ms.
Maitland’s face at the thought of me going free, I don’t think
so.”
“Not even for freedom and a full pardon?”
“Listen senator, with all due respect, I can’t tell you
anything.”
“Can’t or won’t? Look at yourself; I know you haven’t
been in prison, that is just a ruse. You have been working on
a project on that base just north of here, and you are going to
tell me about it.”
“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I said.
“I have other sources.”
“Then why are you asking me?”
“It’s better if I get it straight from the person working on
it.”
“Working on what, cleaning the toilets? Okay, they let me
out, but do you really think they let me play with top secret
stuff?” I asked.
“You are a highly trained person; you would not just be
cleaning toilets.”
“Evidently you don’t know the military that well. Even if
I knew something about this project Graybeard, you know
that I still couldn’t tell you anything.”
“I could help you or I could hurt you, it’s your choice,” he
promised.
“Help me betray my country, just to get out of here, no
thanks, that doesn’t sound like a good bargain for me.”
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“I am your country,” he declared.
“I still can’t tell you what I don’t know.” He got a
disgusted look on his face and got up to leave.
“Perhaps I’m talking to the wrong person. Maybe I should
be talking to Laura Peddington.”
“Why? She is just as stubborn as I am, and she’s
Canadian so you can’t even threaten her with the, ‘I’m a big
powerful senator’ thing.”
“Have some respect, Skank,” Rea yelled.
“Look, Tom, can I call you Tom? Rea may be impressed
with all things big and powerful, but I’m not. Truth is the
world hates me out there, so I’d just as soon stay warm and
dry in here.”
“What are you insinuating, that I’m somehow involved
with Officer Maitland?”
“Don’t worry Tom, people expect that kind of behavior
from Democrats.”
Rea grabbed me, and yelled, “Shut up, Skank!”
I spun her around, slamming her against the wall, putting
my face right up next to her. I whispered, “Be glad I didn’t
give him what he wanted or I could be taking your place,
slut.” I kissed her on the cheek and pushed away.
Senator Tom Bonnrich was nervously calling for the
guard to open the door.
When the guard showed, the senator said, “You’ll be
sorry for this. You think we can’t touch you in here? You’re
mistaken.” The guard opened the door and they left.
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A few minutes after the senator left, Tony Crowe showed
up.
“Hey Millie, are you okay?”
“Yeah, hi, what are you doing here?”
“Kind of a long story, I’ll tell you on the way out of
here,” he said.
Tony showed the guard his pass and we were buzzed out
of prison. Just like that, my prison stay was over.
“Your little stay in prison for the few extra days was
Jenn’s idea. Don’t worry, she got reprimanded good over it.
…The red mustang,” Tony pointed when we got to the
parking lot.
“Whoa, cool,” I said.
Tony put the top down and we drove out of the parking
lot and turned right.
“Isn’t the base the other way?” I asked.
“That’s part of the long story. As I said, it was Jenn’s idea
to add two extra days to your stay in prison. Trowenski found
out and reamed her a good one for it. She’s being transferred
out. Your project’s been canceled.”
“That, I knew about.”
“Did you know that Dr. Grummond was already shipped
out to another project?”
“No, do you mean he’s gone already? Do you know
where?”
“No, I don’t, sorry. Anyway, Jenn wasn’t going to tell
anyone where you were, she was going to call you AWOL.
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But the prison people complained to Trowenski about you
being there the extra days, they didn’t have the room or the
staff to keep you locked up.”
“What was Jenn thinking?”
“I don’t think she was. It was kind of a career ender for
her. Anyway, to make up for it Trowenski gave you a little
R&R time. I volunteered to help, so you’re coming to the Rez
with me. I never got to properly thank you for getting the
IMP moved off the mountain.”
“As it turns out, it didn’t much matter,” I said.
“But still, you didn’t just blow it off as the ravings of a
pagan.”
“Hey, I felt it out there, I believe you.”
“That’s why there are some things I want to show you,”
Tony said.
We turned north on I25. “You don’t happen to have my
stuff, do you?”
“In the duffle in the back seat, do you want me to stop?”
“No, I’m good,” I unbuckled, turned around and pulled
open the bag, rummaged through it until I found my round
frame tinted glasses.
“Very hippie,” he said.
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I answered.
“So, I’ve heard a lot of stories about you, but I haven’t
heard the real thing,” Tony said.
“I’m sure it’s not as interesting as the stories.”
“How did you get that name, Skank? You’re about the
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furthest thing away from being a skank that I can think of.”
“That was from high school…” I started giving him the
whole story, high school, my life, my father, his death, my
time in the army, even some of the stuff from the CIA. It was
so therapeutic being able to just let it all out.
We did a pit stop in Los Lunas, just south of
Albuquerque, to fill and empty all the appropriate tanks and
bladders.
“It’s starting to get kind of late, are you okay to keep
driving?” I asked Tony.
“Not a problem, I do this drive all the time, and most
times I don’t have a pretty girl to share it with.” He handed
me a couple of granola bars and some jerky, “But I’m afraid
this is lunch, I don’t want to get there too late, or mom starts
to worry.”
He put the top up and we started off going west on route
6.
“Thanks,” I said.
“It’s not much.”
“Oh yeah, this, it’s good, but, no, I meant thanks for
calling me pretty.”
“You are pretty, not a problem. You’re so different,” he
said.
“Why, what do you mean?”
“I don’t mean in a bad way, I mean in a good way. Most
girls get all weird if you call them pretty, like you’re going to
molest them or something. Like it can’t just mean you look
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nice and nothing more, they must attach all kinds of
innuendos to it, where you just enjoy the compliment,” Tony
explained.
“I think that was my dad’s fault, he could never teach me
how to act like a proper girl.”
“Then I think your dad did good.”
“I am a little concerned, however,” I said.
“Concerned about what?” he asked.
“Meeting your family.”
“You shouldn’t be.”
“I don’t want to come across like a stupid white bigot. But
I know I will because I don’t know any better,” I said.
“You passed that test already,”
“Yes, but…”
“Just be you, we’re all just people, we’re different but we
are also the same. No, you aren’t going to know us the same
way someone who grew up here does. But that’s one of the
reasons that I brought you here. You’re open, that is all you
need to be.”
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Chapter 5:
It was 18:40 by the time we got to Chinle but Tony didn’t
go to his house, instead he went to the visitor’s center at the
park.
“It’s going to be closed, isn’t it?” I asked.
“The store stays open until seven. I want you to meet
someone.” He parked in the lot that was mostly empty; we
got out and went up the log steps into the store.
“Hey Dianna, come here.”
“What’s up, Tony – oh, another one?”
“No, not another one, just come here. Dianna, this is
Millie, Millie, this is Dianna.”
She was young, pretty and fit. There was also a
resemblance to Tony.
“Hi,” I said.
“This is the girl I was telling you about, who got the
research team to move off the mountain.”
“Yeah, well, good job, but why is she here?”
“I just wanted her to know how much it means to us.”
“Yeah well, I think she just wants to get into your pants.”
I turned and walked out of the store and sat down on the
rail around the small front porch. This was not going to go
well.
“Dianna, you’re being an ass,” I heard Tony say.
“When are you going to stop bringing home white girls?
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They don’t belong here!”
“This is not about that, I want her to meet grandfather.”
“What for? She won’t get it!” she argued.
“I think she will, I think she needs this, you don’t know
her, but I do,” he told Dianna.
“Like you’ve done so well in the past?” she asked.
“Just give her a chance, okay? That’s all I’m asking, then
you can tell me I told you so.”
“Okay, okay, another chance, whatever. We have to get
home, Mom is expecting us.”
Tony came out. “That could have gone better,” I said.
“Don’t worry; she gets like this when she’s had to deal
with a bitchy customer.”
Dianna followed us to the house, which looked pretty
much like a normal ranch style house. Tony started to get out,
but I lingered behind.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “Everyone wants to meet you, but
don’t be surprised if Gram tries to fix us up, she wants to
have great grandchildren.”
That was an image that didn’t fit in my head, me as some
poor kid’s mom.
Supper consisted of tortillas and beans, but not as spicy as
expected. Gram, the family matriarch, did grill me about my
feelings towards Tony. I told her that Tony was the most
honest and trustworthy person I’d ever met. I didn’t get the
feeling that was the type of answer she was looking for. Her
last piece of advice was to not wait for Tony to ask.
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After supper, Tony led me out of the house to a picnic
table out back.
“She can’t sleep in your room, Tony.” Dianna followed us
out. “Think about how mom feels about all this.”
“I told you sis, I’m taking her to see Grandfather.”
“Tonight? It’s late.”
“Now’s the perfect time.”
“You’re not thinking… I’m going with you then,” she
declared.
“Suit yourself,” Tony said.
We drove northeast on N64, then stopped where the road
turned east. Walking north from there, we came to an
overlook with a view to the north and west.
“I used to love this place when I was a kid. Come on,” he
said.
I followed him up to the edge of the cliff, “See these, just
grab onto these and use the ones below for toeholds, it’s
easier than it looks,” he said, then turned around and
shimmied down. I followed and he was right about it being
easier than it looked, which was good because it looked
impossible.
“I think you need a Hózhó jí, or, in English, a
Blessingway ceremony,” he called up as he descended.
“No, she can’t. Tony, she’s an outsider,” Dianna said as
she climbed down above me.
“That’s up to grandfather, don’t you trust him?”
We reached a ledge cut in the side of the cliff. I turned
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around and waited for Dianna to climb down to the ledge.
“Yes, you are correct, I am an outsider. Worse, I am a
factory worker’s daughter, I grew up in a tract house in a
bedroom town. I am neither sophisticated nor wholesome, the
lowest form of life on the planet, suitable only for mindless,
repetitive tasks, made to be exploited. So, you are correct, I
am not worthy for any of this.”
“Please, you two, show some respect for grandfather. Sis,
he can decide what is right.”
One end of the space was taken up by an adobe and stone
house squeezed between the flat floor and slanted ceiling. In
the middle of the space was a small camp fire, and seated
behind it was an older man wrapped in a blanket. He did not
look up, but said,
“Lone Crow, are you still bringing me wounded strays?”
He didn’t wait for an answer, but continued, “Please sit,
children. Let go of your anger, granddaughter, this girl is not
the one who hurt us. This one,” he said to me, pointing out
Tony, “is always looking far off, seeing what is wrong and
broken and wanting to fix it.” Then he said to me, “You wear
a cross yet you seek advice from a shaman?”
“I was hoping that it was Jesus who led me here.”
“A European, who looks for Jesus in a Diné holy man,
must know Jesus better than she thinks.”
“I’ve learned not to try to second guess God.”
“Wise woman, yet you are troubled. But take heart,
Seeker, your Lord promised that all who search for him find
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him, and once found, he will never let you go.”
I must have had a puzzled look on my face because he
said, “You did not expect an Indian Shaman to teach you
about Jesus?”
A baffled grunt was all I could manage. His stern face
broke into a smile.
“Your European ancestors forced my Great Grandfather
to read the book, just as they forced Africans to read the
book, and Polynesians and Asians. Too bad they didn’t read it
and understand it themselves, how ironic. When you get into
your Lord’s Kingdom you will be such a minority.”
“Somehow that does not surprise me.”
“But that is not why you are here, Seeker. You have
gotten lost and you need to find yourself again?”
“I was pretending I was someone else.”
“And your pretend self has vanished and all you have left
is yourself?”
Why didn’t this seem that simple before?
“Yes, but now I’m not sure I like the person that I’m left
with.”
“Come here, Seeker. Sit.” I shuffled over next to him.
“Turn around and look.”
I turned and looked; from his vantage point, the fire was
now just glowing embers and the sun was gone, leaving only
the faintest trace of blue purple tinting the edge of the sky.
But mostly all I could see was a million stars, as if the whole
universe had been opened into view.
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“The Sun hides behind the Earth, and lets the stars come
out, but what do you see?” he asked.
“The universe,” I answered, even though I knew that was
not what he was trying to get me to see. I flashed on an image
of that old renaissance print of a man looking behind the
curtain of stars to see the gears working them. “A...” was all
that came out before I caught myself.
“A machine?” he asked.
“Are you reading my mind?” I asked.
He outright laughed this time. “It’s what Europeans
always see,” he said. “Always the engineers, no magic
involved.”
“Okay but...”
“But what do I see? I see a space crowded with spirits.
Some are friends, some are not, yet they all have
personalities. You as a Christian worship Jesus, but you know
a lot of people, you don’t worship them, you just know them
as acquaintances, some are friends, and some are not. We
have acquaintances too, but they are not all humans. We
know them as spirits, some are friends, some are not, and we
don’t worship them – we just know who they are. We know
what their personality is like. We get to know which ones are
trustworthy and which ones are not.”
“I think I understand, but...?”
“The world we live in is natural. But the world you have
built is unnatural, full of machines.”
“But...?”
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“You think all machines are neutral? We know that not all
spirits can be trusted.”
“So...?”
“Do you know if this machine existence that you’ve built
is trustworthy?”
I flashed on one of David’s Psalms, where he said their
gods have mouths but cannot speak, eyes but cannot see. We
are still building these gods, trying to get them to hear, see
and speak, trying to get them to rule over us. “No, I don’t
think so.”
“Then, in the words of one of your great philosophers
named Ian Anderson, don’t let it grind you under its heel.” He
stood up, indicating that our session was over.
Tony stood, but I was suddenly very afraid, afraid this
was over but I did not get my question answered. “I don’t
want to kill people anymore,” I blurted out.
I looked up at Dianna and Tony; their eyes were wide,
and the old man was smiling.
“I am that machine,” I said. “A replicant, and I don’t trust
me anymore.” The old man sat back down. “I killed people
because they told me to, I didn’t feel anything, no anger, no
remorse, I just did it, and trusted it was the right thing to do.”
“You are becoming human, then, young replicant. Is it
you that you don’t trust, or is it them?”
“I think it’s both, I’m not sure I can trust anything or
anyone anymore,” I told him.
“And now you feel lost, like there is no solid place you

58

can stand on, or no marker stone you can align to.”
“I think that’s pretty much it,” I said.
“But you trust Jesus, don’t you?”
“Yes, but I don’t always see him,” I sighed.
“He led you here, didn’t he?”
“Yes, but,”
“You may not always see him, but he always sees you,”
the Shaman answered.
He stood and walked away into the darkness. Dianna
followed him, leaving Tony and I there alone. Like the stars,
there were a zillion more things that I wanted to know. I
wanted him back; I didn’t feel I was ready to face the rest of
my life yet.
“How is your spirit?” Tony asked after we were alone for
a while.
“My spirit wants to know if getting ahold of Cali is a
good idea.”
“I think you already know what you have to do.”
“I don’t want to get you into trouble.”
“Like any other spirit, trouble and I are also old friends.”
We sat down and Tony got a blanket out of his backpack.
He put it over both of us and we spent the night there. Tony
helped me expand on my vision quest with a little mind
altering weed, and I dreamed that I was standing on the
timeline path from the people who first carved the stone
footholds in the cliff, to the tire tracks on mars; it was all
connected. I was so small against the path of time and space
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in the universe, but I was part of it with my own footprints
that stretched behind me into the past. In front of me, the
future. I am the replicant, a manufactured human built in the
image of the scientific age, comforted because I was written
into this great continuum, but saddened because my age was
ending. Greedy, dirty hands tore at the great machine until it
was pulled into the dust and I was left alone, a remnant with
no home in the future.
We were up and heading back at first light. “How can I
help?” Tony asked.
“First I need to get to a computer at an internet cafe or
something.”
“We do have one, you know. Why can’t you just do it
here?”
“I love Cali dearly, but she works for the CIA and she can
be a bit of a hacker, so I don’t want her to get to know your
computer.”
“I see your point.”
After breakfast, it didn’t take long to find the shopping
center. I purchased a prepaid cell phone and then we walked
over to the FedEx store and rented one of their computers,
purposely using my credit card.
“What time is it?” I asked Tony.
“About nine thirty.”
“Hopefully Cali hasn’t gone to lunch early.”
I looked up Senator Tom Bonnrich, and found an email
address. I started an email to him.
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“Senator Bonnrich, this is Millie Willard. This is very
important, I hope you get this, I don’t know how else to get a
hold of you. We talked last Wednesday, but on that day, I
wasn’t at liberty to speak freely, now I am. I would like to
meet with you to discuss that project that you were interested
in. Please call at this number.” Then I typed in the prepaid
phone number.
I pushed send, “Let’s see how long it takes her.”
“Her?” Tony questioned, “And I thought you were trying
to get someone you called Cali?”
“I am, watch.”
There was a ping and a chat window opened on the
computer screen. “Skank,” the text said, “what the hell are
you doing and why are you in Chinle?”
“See, its Cali,” I said. “I thought she would answer.”
“Holy shit,” Tony said. “You type an email to Senator
Bonnrich, and Cali in the CIA answers?”
“Yes, that about sums it up.”
“I thought that whole NSA spying thing was for big shots,
not for people like us.”
“Welcome to the new age,” I said.
I typed, “Hi Cali, I thought I’d hear from you.”
“What are you doing?” Cali typed back.
“I’m trying to find out what I’m supposed to be doing
next. The project was canceled and I’m out of the Air Force.”
“That bitch, Captain Jenn, screwed everything up. Please
come home Millie, we need you.”
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“Where is home?” I asked.
“On second thought, can you get to Flagstaff? I’ll get you
a plane ticket to Palm Springs.”
“Why Palm Springs?”
“Your senator friend is there with his new girlfriend.”
“Well, what am I supposed to do there, watch?” I retorted.
“Exactly, I’m there now, there are still some unanswered
questions. We’ve got a lot to talk about, see you when you get
here; I can fill you in on your new assignment.”
“Bye, Cali,” I said, and forced a hard reboot of the
computer, then turned around to look at Tony.
“What the fuck!” he said.
“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, it is true that I purposely used a
bunch of key words to get flagged, but you get the picture.”
“Much more than I ever wanted,” he said as I returned to
the counter to finish up.
“Anyway, see why it’s kind of difficult for me to run
away from my past?” I followed him out to the parking lot. “I
couldn’t be lucky enough that the Navajo Nation doesn’t have
an extradition treaty with the USA, and I wouldn’t be sent
back if I were to hide out there?”
“Not for non-tribal people. I don’t suppose you can prove
one sixteenth Navajo, can you?”
“Highly unlikely,” I said as he started the car.
“I can take you to Flagstaff anyway,” he said.
“Are you sure that’s not too far? I could take a bus or
something,” I answered.
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“Nice day for a drive.”
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Chapter 6:
As soon as I landed in Palm Springs, I got a text from Cali
telling me to go to the La Quinta Hotel as quickly as possible,
because we have a situation.
I didn’t really think about it until the cab stopped in front
of the five star resort, that here I was still dressed in grunge.
Well, if it worked for Courtney Love, there’s no reason it
shouldn’t work for Millie Willard. I fluffed my hair, pulled
the round rose specs down my nose a bit, and added an elitist
flounce to my walk and went for it. The only thing missing
was to be on the phone, so I rang Cali.
“Hey Cali, I’m here, what’s up?”
“Just get to the room – or did you forget the number?”
“No problem, I just need the look.”
“What the hell are you talking about? Sometimes I have
no clue how your brain works.”
“That makes two of us.” I made it through the lobby
unmolested. “Be right there,” I said, and clicked off. A couple
in white tennis clothes came walking in from the courtyard.
The woman gave me the judgmental republican stare while
the man was checking out the holes in my jeans where my
thighs showed through.
I knocked on the door to Cali’s room; she opened it
immediately and yanked me in.
Her greeting was, “That bitch Jenn screwed us again.”
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“Why, what’s up?” I asked.
She hit a few keys on the ruggedized surveillance
computer that occupied the small desk in the room. A
recording started playing.
“Officer Maitland, are you still with the Senator? Yes,
okay. This is very important, it’s Ms. Willard, she has
escaped, we believe she is coming after you; no, this is not a
joke. I can assure you I am not lying. She’s free and she is
trying to set up a meeting between her and the Senator. You
cannot go to that meeting. She doesn’t know anything about
this Graybeard project. She is just trying to get to you. Look,
I know you two have issues, I’m trying to save your life for
heaven sakes. Yes, she has escaped and she did email the
senator, check with him if you don’t believe me.” Maitland
hung up on her.
“We believe that was Jenn on the recording,” Cali said.
“So, I’m not trying to kill her. I’m not sure I understand
what the problem is?” I asked.
“I was trying to use your email to the senator as an excuse
to get you in there and talking, we still need to know who is
feeding him all of this information. I was hoping that you
could weasel it out of him, but now with this, you showing up
will just cause a ruckus, we won’t get anything out of him.”
She turned her head towards the machine, “Wait,
Bonnrich is out of the shower, hang on.” She hit two more
keys; picture and sound came on.
Tom Bonnrich walked slowly out of the suite’s opulent
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bedroom. He did not say a word but tightened his jaw.
“Tom, that email from Willard is a lie, don’t meet with
her, she’s only trying to get to us,” Rea Maitland said.
He still said nothing, “Tom, what is it?” she asked.
“Is this the next act in your little play?” he finally
responded.
“What?” she exclaimed.
“I’m so stupid; I fell for every bit of it. Oh Tom, you’re
such a man, you’re so masterful, I can identify Willard, I can
get her to talk.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Oh please, bitch; it was all a setup, an act. I’ve got to
hand it to you, that performance was good, how many times
did you have to practice it? Oh yeah, the best part, tell her
about Laura Peddington, that will get to her, she’ll fold like a
house of cards. I bet you two are still laughing about that,” he
accused.
“What are you saying?”
He’d kept control up to this point, but now he started
yelling. “I received an email all right, not from Willard, but
from my aides back in Washington. Look at this.” He slapped
a printout down on the end table. It was a copy of a news
article with the headline: Senator Manufactures False Secret
Project as Excuse for Getaway with Mistress.
Rea stared down at the headline. “What? No, I didn’t have
anything to do with that.”
“Really, then why were you lying to me?”
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“I’m not lying, I don’t know what you think I did, but I
never lied to you.”
“Then what’s this?” he asked as he put another printout
down on the table. “Pick it up, take a good look, tell me you
can’t see the difference.”
All there was on the printout were two pictures, one titled
Millicent Willard, the other Laura Peddington. “LOOK! Tell
me you can’t tell the difference, or are you that blind?” he
demanded.
“I don’t understand.”
“Well I sure do. You set me up; the person we were
talking to was Laura Peddington, not Millie Willard,” he
declared.
“That’s not true, I know Willard, and that was Willard.
How else would she know all about me?” Rea pleaded.
“Like I said, acting. You should have gotten an Emmy for
that one, I was completely fooled.”
“I’m telling you, that WAS Skank!” she yelled back.
“Millie Willard was never in prison, she was acquitted,
my aides have seen her records, they sent me this picture.”
“No, that’s not possible, that was her, you have to believe
me! I know that was her, and now she’s free.”
“Yes, free to come get me, oh I’m so scared, was that the
last act in the play, I was supposed to go run and hide shaking
in my boots?” he yelled.
“No.”
“GET OUT! Get out of here.”
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“No! Tom darling, that email is a lie, I would never lie to
you,” she protested.
Tom Bonnrich grabbed her arm, pulling her to him until
he could get a hold of the collar of the robe and yanked it
from her, leaving her naked. “You ruined my life, now I’ll
ruin yours, now get out!”
“But my clothes,” she complained as he pushed her out
and slammed the door.
“You can’t do this to me, I’m a police officer, I’ll have
you arrested, you bastard!” she yelled through the door.
“Good luck with that, bitch! Now get away from my door
before I call security and have you arrested for indecent
exposure.”
“I think we better go rescue her,” I said.
“Where the fuck did all that come from?” Cali asked,
shocked.
“I think that this is bigger than Jenn. How did she know
about the email to Bonnrich that you intercepted?”
Cali flopped down on the bed and looked up at me. “I
think you’re right,” she said, exasperated. “Yeah you better
go get her, no sense you talking with Bonnrich now. Oh, here,
take this.” She tried to hand me her SIG.
“Like I said, I’m not going to kill her.”
“She may try to kill you.”
“With what, you think she has a Glock stuck up in her
privates?” I asked.
“They’re in one of the villas, the last one on the right,”
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Cali said and I went out the door. I jogged across the
courtyard to the villa section and found Rea crumpled in the
shrubbery next to the door.
She looked up at me and screamed. “No!”
I pulled off the flannel shirt that was tied around my waist
and threw it to her, then put up my hands, “I’m not here to
kill you, Rea, that phone call was a lie.”
She took the shirt and quickly put it over her, but still
looked at me suspiciously. “You stay away from me,” she
said.
“Okay, but we have a room here and can help if you want,
but it’s your choice.”
“If you’re not here to kill me, what are you here for?” she
demanded.
“Someone is fucking with your senator friend’s head,
we’re trying to find out who it is.”
A little inkling of understanding came across her face,
“So that explains the phone call?”
“And the email he received about being lied to,” I said.
She stood up and brushed herself off, “My stuff is still in
that villa,” she said.
“We’ll get it later, come on.” She didn’t seem totally
convinced, but realized she didn’t have a lot of options at this
point. We walked back to Cali’s room. I knocked, Cali
opened the door.
“Cali, this is Rea, Rea, this is Cali,” I said.
“Come in,” Cali said.
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Rea looked at the equipment spread out.
“Bonnrich made a call right after he tossed out Rea,” Cali
said.
“And?” I asked.
“It was Mr. X, but the voice was altered.”
“And the source?” I asked.
“NSA,” she said.
“Shit, how are you going to get through that mess?”
“Yeah, exactly,” she said, “but somebody with clout is
really trying to trash his career.”
“Not good,” I answered.
“So, this is all real?” Rea said.
“Oh yeah,” Cali said. “Real and very well-orchestrated, I
don’t know what this guy did to piss somebody off, but he got
a big one.”
“What if it’s just because he’s democrat, and this is just
the tip of the iceberg,” I suggested.
“Don’t fucking go there, Millie, not after this last
election.”
“So, this Graybeard thing he was so interested in, is just a
hoax?” Rea asked.
“Pretty much, unless it’s something that the CIA doesn’t
know about, then we are in real trouble. That’s why it’s so
important we find out who is playing with him. Okay, it looks
like the senator’s leaving,” Cali said. “I’ll get her stuff so she
can get dressed and get home. Millie, you can pack this stuff
up.”

70

“How are you going to get in?” Rea asked. Cali showed
her universal key card.
“I got some stuff of my own to pick up.”
“I’ll go with you,” Rea said.
“I know what’s yours, you stay here,” Cali said.
Cali left. “Is my whole life on display?” Rea asked. “And
I’m still blaming you for all this!” she snapped.
“You always do,” I answered. I closed the computer and
packed it, then unplugged and packed the receiver in the same
case.
“And if you think this gets you out of trouble with me,
you’ve got another thing coming,” she continued.
“I get it, Rea, you’re a bully, you’ve always been a bully
and you always will be a bully. If I had any brains at all, I
would have left you there in the bushes naked. So yes, it’s my
fault for being weak.”
“It’s you and your kind, that’s the problem; you don’t
know your place. Look at you, parading around in that,
whatever it is you’re wearing, like you’re some kind of
hippie. Well, the hippies are all dead.”
“Do you think I never took history, or sociology? The
hippies were the result of social oppression. Maybe if your
kind weren’t so anal, things wouldn’t be so screwed up.”
“Hippies were just a bunch of spoiled brat whiners, just
like all you snowflakes; everything offends you if you don’t
get your own way.”
“That sounds like white male conservatives, to me,” I

71

said.
The door opened and Cali came in, “At least you two
didn’t kill each other,” she said as she handed a soft side
suitcase to Rea.
“Thank goodness,” she said, and stormed into the
bathroom.
“I trust you can get yourself home?” Cali asked when she
finished changing.
“Even if I have to walk,” Rea said. “And you may want to
see if you can talk some sense into your friend’s head. She’d
be a lot better off.”
“I wasn’t the one who was tossed out the door naked,” I
said.
“Get me out of this place,” she snapped and closed the
door behind her.
Cali started laughing, “You have such a way with
people.”
“So, Graybeard is real, isn’t it?”
“Like you wouldn’t believe, wait until you see. But listen
to this.” She pulled the computer out of the case, opened it,
and played back what was recorded earlier.
“Hey, this is Bonnrich, what the hell is going on?”
“You failed me, Senator,” the voice was garbled
electronically. “I thought we were together in this, and here
you are in a tryst with your lover.”
“I was trying to get your information.”
“It’s too late now, your credibility is shot.”
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“My credibility, what about my career?” the senator
yelled.
“You made your bed, Senator,” and the caller clicked off.
“That’s the guy you’re looking for?” I asked Cali.
“Yes,” she said.
“I don’t get it, if he was the one leaking the information to
the senator, who was it that was discrediting him with the
leak about his affair, and this thing about Laura Peddington?”
Cali just shrugged.
The next morning, I took a plane going from Palm
Springs to New York, where I’d change planes to finish my
trip to Syracuse, but not before I took a side trip in New York
City to supplement my grunge wardrobe. The additions
consisted of a distressed denim jacket, another black tank top,
and a short, flared red plaid skirt over black lace leggings and
lace up boots.
It was gray and overcast in New York as the small twin
engine turboprop lifted off for Syracuse. By the time we
landed at Hancock Airport it was pouring rain; I made no
attempt to dodge raindrops from the terminal to the reserved
rental car, but instead let myself get totally drenched. The
directions said to take I 81 North to E Taft Road, turn right on
General Irwin Blvd, and right again on Stewart Dr. – the Sage
building will be the first one on the right.
Technically, central New York State is not part of New
England, but the area along E Taft certainly did have that
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New England, aged, slightly haunted character. I made the
right turns onto General Irwin then again onto Stewart. If this
area were haunted, then the two stark windowless concrete
buildings, that loomed against the darkening gray sky, would
be the cold dark heart of that haunting. They were surrounded
by a sagging chain link fence complete with barbed wire
along the top. I drove through an opening down an ancient
driveway with weeds growing through the cracks and
crumbling edges. The only indication that I was in the right
place was a plywood construction sign that read Future Home
of Sage Internet Security LLC, and the only signs of life were
six cars in the parking lot all huddled around a lone electric
bulb over a gray metal door. Something inside me did not feel
like huddling, so I parked on the far side of the lot away from
the other cars, got out and let the spirit of this place welcome
me home, as Tony would say.
The heavy rain had stopped but the air was still filled with
mist. It felt good to be breathing wet air; something that I
never thought I would miss. As I crossed the lot I could hear
the mischievous wind whispering to the dark trees as it played
with my hair and fondled my thighs through the holes in my
jeans. Forbidden images flashed in my brain, inspired by
those same trees whose thirsty leaves drank up the air I
exhaled and whose hungry roots sucked life from the thin,
wet soil clinging to the exposed granite skull of the earth.
Yes, this was the land I grew up in, both haunting and sensual
at the same time. I stopped in the middle of the rain soaked
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lot and did a twirl with my arms outstretched, splashing in the
puddles like I was six years old again. My rain dance ended
facing the stark, cold building. There before me loomed the
gray steel door that would transport me back to the tangled
world of human bickering and politics. The suffocating mire
of reality pulled me out of my vision quest. I tried the knob,
unfortunately it was unlocked.
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Chapter 7:
The inside looked as though it had been cleaned out with
a bulldozer, empty but still messy. Buzzing fluorescent lights
flickered annoyingly, pointing the way to another door.
Through that door was a long empty hall that ended with a
door to the left and right. The door to the right was open
leading to the taller of the two block buildings that fronted
Stewart Street. The inside air held the smell of new
construction despite the building’s obvious age, and I began
to hear the harmonious hum of thousands of server fans.
“Millie, what are you doing here?” Dr. Grey’s concern
was obvious on his face. “Kristi, did you tell Millie to meet us
here?”
“Yes Doctor, I knew she would want to see this. It’s okay,
she’s one of us.”
“I guess no harm done, but she was supposed to report to
the field office in Worcester.”
“I think she needs a briefing on what’s going on first.”
“You’re right, sorry for my outburst. Welcome to the
Certainty Cyber Shield.”
I could tell it was not yet quite finished, because some of
the terminal stations were still being set up along the
perimeter of the cube shaped room. The ones that were
functioning showed multicolored world maps marked with
green, yellow and red, over a blue background. In the center
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of the two story high space was a huge cube structure of
hundreds of computers, their LED’s looking like a
planetarium star field.
Dr. Grey turned towards the tower of computing power
with his arms outstretched as if in worship and said, “This is
Graybeard; you don’t need to be too concerned with how this
all works, but this is the future of security and stability. I’m
not just talking cyber, although it does do that with AI hacker
detection and elimination. But I’m also talking personal and
national security from all kinds of threats.”
“David has such an amazing vision for the future; it gives
me hope that we even have a future.” Cali was smiling from
ear to ear as if it were Christmas morning and everything she
wanted was under the tree. “I knew you’d love it.”
It did look impressive, but I was not so sure that I loved it
yet. “How is it going to do that?” I asked.
“The cyber part is what we have running now, it monitors
thousands of AI bots constantly sniffing out hacker attempts.
Once detected, it can guard against them and eliminate them.
That is what our civilian company will be involved with;
more on that later, because you will be working closely with
those people.”
He continued. “We have just put our credible threat base
online here at this facility. I’m not sure that you are aware
that after the new administration went into office, the number
of attempted terror attacks on the United States has increased
by a factor of ten. The Islamic State believes that we are now
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most vulnerable with a new, inexperienced administration and
a divided populace. And they are not the only ones going all
out to try to bring us down. They feel we are teetering on the
brink. The vetting process is not working. The old method of
background checks and intelligence is just too slow and
cumbersome to be effective. Using a person’s habits, likes
and dislikes, communication circle, and purchasing history, it
can determine who is the most likely to turn, who is most
likely to be recruited, or who is most likely to carry out a
terror attack.”
“Everyone?” I asked. “What’s that now, seven point five
billion people? That’s a lot of people to watch.”
“Ah, how did I know you were going to ask that question?
It’s been tried in the past and failed for that very reason, that
and the fact that there are simply not enough humans to
review all the data and make a judgment call. That’s where
AI comes in. You don’t have to watch them all, only the ones
that are likely threats. Graybeard can scale from an entire
population; quickly determine those that do not pose a threat
and focus only on those that are likely. Once they reach
critical threat level, and we’ve gathered enough hard
evidence, then we can call in the humans, usually the FBI or
local authorities. See, that’s it, we stay in the background, the
authorities get all the credit and the people are safe.”
Somehow, I knew it was not that simple, or Cali would
not be messing with Bonnrich.
“Anyway, Kristi, you should find Millie a place to stay
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for the night, and get her ready for her new career in
Worcester. It’s time to get you accustomed to normal life,
Millie, no more military rules and regulations, you’re back in
the real world now.”
“She can spend the night with me; we have a lot to catch
up on.” Cali seemed happy, excited even, more so than I’ve
ever seen her while she was with the CIA. Normal life
seemed to agree with her.
She took me by the hand and led me out of the cube, into
the back parking lot and next to a black Honda.
“What about my rental car?” I asked.
“We’ll take that back tomorrow,” she said as she
unlocked the door.
“You seem happy,” I said.
“Very much so, I never realized how miserable I was
stuck in that office at the CIA, until I was out of there. Now I
get out and see people. I can be normal, and I even get to be
in the field sometimes as you saw. Plus, now that I work for a
private company, I get paid a shit load of money.”
“That’s great, I’m so happy for you.”
“And I’m sorry,” she said.
“For what?” I asked.
“I know that when you were in the field, I kind of treated
you like shit, it was just me being jealous. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine, it’s been an interesting two years but I’m
okay. But to be honest, this normal life thing is a little scary.”
“It’s not as hard as it looks, you’ll get used to it,” she
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reassured me.
“I didn’t do so well the first time I tried.”
“That was high school, that always sucks, you’re older
now. Besides, now you can kick serious butt, so nobody is
going to mess with you.”
She shifted through the gears after a stop light, then took
my hand. “You can do this.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I’m going to take you shopping tomorrow, get you ready
for a whole new world. Do you want a pizza or something? I
don’t feel like cooking.”
“Do they have grinders here, ‘because that sounds good, I
haven’t had a grinder in a long time.”
“I think they do actually. They have such good pizza here
that I haven’t gotten around to trying one yet.”
“Welcome to the East Coast,” I said. She turned into the
parking lot. We got out and went inside. They did have a
good selection of grinders.
“What do you recommend?” she asked.
“It depends on what you like. If you like their pizza, they
have one with pepperoni or that one with Italian sausage. My
personal favorite is cooked salami with provolone cheese.”
“I like their Italian sausage; I think I’ll try one of those.”
“Sausage grinder?” the man at the counter asked.
“Yep.” Cali said.
“And for you?”
“I’ll have a salami grinder.”
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“Do you want that toasted?”
“No thanks.”
“That’s to go,” Cali said, and paid for the meal. I reached
to give her cash, but she stopped me. “I got this; I make a
shitload of money, remember?” We sat down at some stools
by the counter to wait. “Nice people here,” Cali said.
“You mean at this place?”
“Yes, here, but all over this area, you hear stories about
the rust belt, how the people aren’t as outgoing as in LA, but
they’re nice and down to earth and knowledgeable.”
“So, you like it here?”
“I do, but we aren’t staying here either.”
“No?”
“Dr. Grey is building a new place down by the palisades
along the Hudson River.”
“In New York?”
“Just over the border in New Jersey, actually. I’ve seen it,
it’s beautiful, right next to a park, close to the George
Washington Bridge, so we have quick access to New York.
I’m buying a house; do you believe it? An actual house.”
“I’ve got to come see it,” I said. Our sandwiches arrived.
“Are you kidding, I’m going to have a big housewarming
party and I’m going to invite the whole Zombie Squad.” She
picked up the bag and stood.
“Sounds great, I’d like to see all those guys again.” I
followed her out of the place. “I can hold those,” I said. As
she unlocked the car, I took them and got in on the other side.
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It took only a few minutes before we pulled up in front of an
old gothic style two story red brick house.
“That smell is driving me crazy,” Cali said as she turned
the car off and got out.
“Is this yours?’ I asked.
“It’s a rental, I just have the bottom floor, but I like it.”
We entered a vestibule through an inner door to a wide short
hall, which led to an open area with wide stairs doing a
switch back in front of a tall beveled glass window at the
landing. Cali went to an arched top door on the first floor
opposite the stairs and unlocked it. Inside there was a large
living room with oak trim and a bay window on the far wall.
“Nice,” I said.
“Thanks,” Cali said, taking the sandwiches from me and
putting them on the coffee table in the middle of the room.
“We can eat in here; would you like some white zin?” she
asked.
“Sure,” I said.
“Take some of the big pillows from the chairs and put
them on the floor for us to sit on.”
“Okay.” The pillows were large and soft, done in greens
and earth tones. I plopped a few of them around the coffee
table. Cali came back in carrying a bottle, two glasses and a
corkscrew; I helped her set them down on the table. She
started to sit.
“Wait,” she said, and put Pandora on the stereo. “Much
better,” she said.
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She sat on a big pillow at the end of the table; I sat on the
side close to her. “Could you reach into that drawer and pull
out the wooden box that’s in there?” I did so. “Thanks,
another thing I like about not being in the CIA anymore is no
more drug testing.” She opened the box and inside was a pipe
and weed. “You okay with this?”
“Sure,” I said.
She filled and lit the pipe, started it and handed it to me; I
took some and passed it back. We did that back and forth a
few times until we started to get a little giggly. “I think it’s
time for munchies,” I said.
“Oh yeah,” she said and started to laugh. She closed the
box and moved it out of the way onto an end table, and we
spread out the papers that the sandwiches were wrapped in
onto the coffee table.
“Hang on,” I said, and stood up and took the denim jacket
off, leaving only the tank top, then sat back down and started
eating. “Oh, this is so good.” I looked over at Cali; she was
fully involved in enjoying the sausage grinder. “Good?” I
asked.
“Oh man,” she said, “I’m never going back to anything
else.” She was so happy sitting there eating, such a look of
pure enjoyment on her face, her golden brown eyes filled
with contentment. I’d forgotten how much I loved this girl.
She was so beautiful, the way her perfectly fitting vest held
her gorgeous breasts and her print skirt rode high up her
smooth thighs as she sat on the pillow. Life was good again,
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her joy made me happy.
I took another bite, “I missed this,” I said. “Not just the
grinder, but being with you.”
“Me too,” she said, looking over at me. She got a
surprised look on her face. “Girl,” she said, “look at those
muscles.”
“What?” I said. She reached for me and I shifted closer so
that she could reach.
She started feeling me, while I was watching her hand
glide over the bulge in my arm, then on up into my shoulders.
“Nice,” she said. She pulled me close and kissed me, I kissed
her back, leaning into her, putting my hands on her thighs,
they were smooth and firm and it felt good to touch her. She
sighed, and pulled me closer, moving her hands to my breasts
and squeezed me. “You’re so firm and fit,” she said.
“And you’re so beautiful,” I answered, taking her breasts
in my hands, feeling the gentle push of her firmness give in to
the pressure of my fingers as I squeezed her. She leaned back,
pulling me down on top of her, I could feel her moving and
breathing underneath me, we kissed some more, enjoying
each other’s bodies.

84

Chapter 8:
I woke up in Cali’s bed. It was big and soft and I was
under a very cuddly, warm, white comforter. Cali was lying
next to me. She pulled the blanket off my face, “You’re
awake, I see. Come on, get up, we’ve got to take you
shopping.”
“So, did we really, you know, do that, last night?”
“Yes, we sure did, and I still respect you. And do you
know, you are the first sex partner that I’ve had that didn’t
snore afterwards.”
“Maybe we should get married then.”
“Don’t tempt me; men have no idea how to treat breasts.
Come on,” she rolled over on top of me, “Shower, breakfast,
spend money.” She rolled off me and headed for the
bathroom. I pulled off the covers and started to follow.
“What do I need to buy?”
“Clothes you can wear to work, no more urban
camouflage.”
“Shit, you know I hate looking normal.” She got in the
shower and turned on the water.
“In your new job, you’re going to be a field agent and
cover the whole New England region, they’re not going to
like it with you looking all grungy.” I sat on the potty and
started peeing.
“Couldn’t I get that in Massachusetts?” I asked.
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“Like I’m going to trust you to buy your own clothes?”
Cali said.
“I suck at clothes buying; everyone keeps trying to talk
me into getting stuff that I hate.”
“That’s the point; I don’t want to see that pretty body of
yours get covered in something that’s all wrong for you.” She
pulled a towel off the rack, wrapped herself, and got out of
the shower.
“That was quick,” I said.
“Yeah, now get in, we got to get moving.”
“Gosh, you’re bossy when you’re happy.”
“Shopping and sex, how can you get any better than
that?” she said as she walked into the bedroom.
“Food,” I answered, just before turning on the water. I
showered quickly, dried, and put a towel over my hair. I got
dressed in my latest New York grunge outfit and met Cali in
the kitchen.
She’d pulled the leftover sandwiches from last night out
of the fridge and asked, “Do you want yours nuked?”
“A little,” I answered.
She put them on a plate, ran them enough to take the chill
off and we ate, sitting on stools at the counter in the kitchen.
“You still have a valid carry permit?”
“My military one, why? Where are we going shopping –
in Baghdad?”
“New York,” she replied.
“We’re going all the way to New York, just to get my
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work clothes?”
“Well okay, I may buy a few things too,” she admitted.
Minutes later we were in her Honda on I81 heading for
New York. “You’re going to have to update your carry
permit.”
“Why, is Worcester really that dangerous?” I asked.
“There may be some kinds of side missions that we need
your help with.”
“I knew this wasn’t going to be that simple. Should we be
shopping for an SR25 also?”
“No, we’ll supply the hardware. But sometimes things
aren’t quite as simple as Dr. Grey explained,” Cali said.
“Shit.”
“No, it’s not going to be that bad, mostly surveillance
stuff. The hardware is just in case things get messy.”
“When do they not get messy?”
“Just chill, okay, we’re just getting things started, and
that’s always a little bit chaotic but David really does have a
great vision for the future,” Cali explained.
“There’s more? It’s already sounded a bit scary.”
“That’s why he’s a little guarded about it for now, but
when things settle down it’s going to be a lot smoother. But
no more work talk, today is about getting you to look good.”
“Okay, but I don’t know what else to talk about.”
“What you did in Canada?”
“Tried to pretend I was Laura Peddington, bike
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messenger.”
She looked at me. “Tried?” she asked.
“It never really worked. Last I remember you were
thinking about the whole marriage thing.”
“Guys are such assholes,” Cali said.
“So, does that explain our little crossover activity last
night?”
“You were a better lover than he ever was. I don’t know
where all these assholes come from or why women are so
attracted to them,” Cali said.
“I don’t think our brain wiring has caught up to our
current society. We want assholes to father our children so
they would be brutish enough to fight off dinofelis,” I
answered.
“That must be why God invented relativity, so that we
would never contaminate other planets,” Cali said.
It took us almost four hours, even with Cali’s driving, to
get to New York City. We stopped at a park-and-ride in
White Plains, and took the train into the city that got us into
Grand Central Station just before noon.
Cali headed off for the subway with me tagging along
behind. “Do you know where you are going?” I asked, trying
to catch up.
“I come here all the time,” she replied.
“I see why you want to live closer.” She stopped at a
vending machine and got us metro cards.
“Here, just swipe this in the turnstile.”
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There was something about the subway that reminded me
of my dad. He took me to New York several times; he was
more of a museum kind of person than sporting events or
classy concerts, but it always seemed like an adventure when
I was younger. And I couldn’t get that adventure feeling out
of my head, even now. Cali tugging on my arm brought me
back.
After much haggling, my corporate America outfits
became: jeans in blue and black, calf high boots, white
boyfriend shirts, and various peasant blouses. A pea coat and
trench coat were added for outer wear.
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Chapter 9:
“Please tell me that you are here to fix the copier and that
you’re not Millie Willard,” the woman who met me in the
lobby of the Worchester Sage Office said.
“I’m Millie Willard, and I don’t know a thing about
copiers.”
She looked me up and down, “I can see that we are not
going to get along very well if that’s the way you plan on
dressing.”
“It only gets worse from here, believe me.”
“How much worse can it get?”
“You may be very sorry you asked that question.”
“They warned me that you were, shall we say,
unconventional, so I hope you’re as good as they were saying,
because it’s a brutal world out there and we will be fighting
for our lives. My name is Megan Whittenhauer, branch
manager. Let me show you the place.”
The woman proceeded up the steps from the lobby. The
steps led to a balcony and double doors at the center. Inside
the doors was an open space. “This is the visitor’s space;
there is everything that you should need here. Coffee bar,
snacks, and water. Rachel keeps it well stocked, but it’s for
visitors only. A small lounge area there, on that far wall, is
the customer meeting room. If you need a catered lunch
brought in talk to Rachel, and there’s a unisex restroom just
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down that hall. Remember the main work area is off limits to
all visitors, no exceptions.” She took me to another door on
the right side of the space leading back into the rest of the
building. She put her key card to the sensor and the door
clicked. “See the guard down in the lobby about getting a
badge,” Megan said as she pulled open the door, into a larger
space filled with people in cubicles as if they were horses in
stalls. She walked across the front of the area to the left, then
down an aisle towards the back. On the left side of that aisle
were glass front offices, where she stopped and turned right.
“This will be your cube, but don’t get too comfortable, I don’t
expect you’re going to be sitting here much. You are
responsible for finding and maintaining your own client base,
so I suspect you are going to be out beating the bushes a lot.
You have a trial period, no matter what Dr. Grey says. If you
cannot maintain a sufficient base to pay your costs, you will
be gone, any questions?”
Yeah, how do I get out of here? “No ma’am,” I said.
“Good, IT should have already installed your computer, if
you have any issues, see them. The tech people are
downstairs; your key card should get you in, when you get
it.” She turned and walked farther down the aisle and went
into one of the offices.
I took off the pea coat and looked around for a place to
hang it; there was nothing, so I plopped it on the narrow table
and sat down. So, this is what normal life looks like? Like
beige fabric covered walls with a desk, a computer, a flat
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panel display and a headset. Ten thousand years of progress
since the invention of agriculture and this is where we end up.
I started the computer, put on the headset and Skyped
Cali. Her face showed up on the screen.
“Hey Millie, what do you think?”
“A cube, really?”
“Don’t worry, you won’t spend much time there, we
already have some customers lined up for you, government
stuff, Megan will be impressed.”
“That’s good because it’s not going well so far,” I said.
“What did you do?”
“She didn’t like what I was wearing.”
“What did you wear?” Cali asked.
“The crinkle split neck top with jeans and the pea coat.”
“And you didn’t add a little extra to it, did you?”
“Um,” I breathed.
“Millie, what did you do?” Cali pried.
“I’m not giving up my round shades or my chokers. You
should see this woman, she had a bright blue dress that was
so tight it must have been applied with a heat gun, heels that
turned taking the stairs into an X sport, and frightening blond
hair with eyelashes so formidable they could scrape rust off
an old bolt.”
“Easy Millie, she’s your boss, you have to get along with
her, and anyway I’ve got some installs for you.”
I connected with SAGE Core back in Syracuse and we
walked through the install and start process. Everything went
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smoothly on the first three until we got to Westerdahl Tool
and Die, a small job shop that sometimes supplies the larger
government contractors with prototype parts.
“Looks like you will need to do a site visit on this one,”
Cali said. “The field kit will have a GPS so I will load the
coordinates. I can walk you through the install once you get
there and are plugged in. Don’t forget to have them sign the
contract though, it’s a tab on the startup.”
“What field kit? This is just a desktop; she didn’t say
anything about a field kit,” I said.
“See the tech guys, they should have yours. It’s a little
different than the standard, so make sure you get the right
one.”
It took just over an hour to get to Springfield and then
another ten minutes to find the place I was looking for. I
parked in front of the 1940’s style brick factory building and
went in through the door under the Westerdahl Tool and Die
sign.
I found what could be called the front office that was no
more than a cube sectioned out of the main floor. It
contained, a desk, shelves, and a chair almost as old as the
building. Every horizontal surface was piled with papers and
the dirty peagreen walls were plastered with notes and girly
calendars dating back to 1997. But there was no one there.
I walked in to the main floor area, “Hey guys, is anyone
in charge here?”
“That would be me,” a large man in green overalls said.
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“I’m Millie Willard from Sage, here to add security
software to your server.”
“I thought Stewart was going to be doing that, but no
matter, see him upstairs.”
“Thanks,” I said and looked around, the man pointed to a
mezzanine towards the back of the space.
“Don’t let him give you any shit, he’s my sister’s kid, a
bit of an oddball but he knows computers.”
“Got it,” I said.
I walked across the noisy shop floor and up the steps.
Although larger, the space was decorated much like the
office downstairs, with pictures of dragons instead of the
pinup girls, and inhabited by an overweight kid who looked
like an eclectic mix of 12 and 40, and smelled like he lived
there. He approached me like I was an intruder in his lair.
“Hi, I’m Millie from SAGE, here to install the security
system.” He looked me up and down.
“Do you know the encryption packet protocol for 128-bit
systems?”
“I know enough to tell that you just handed me a total
load of bullshit. Now, if you would show me where I can
connect, I can get started.”
“Whoa, the girlie’s smarter than she looks. Show me your
tits and I’ll think about it.”
“Yeah, sure,” I pulled the net cable from the computer he
was working from, plugged it into the field kit computer, and
started the diagnostic.
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“What the hell,” he complained.
“Having your cooperation would have been nice,” I said,
“but it’s not required.”
The diagnostic window appeared and it started delving
into their system. Red flags started appearing at an alarming
rate.
“Are you really their IT person?” I asked.
“Do you think that just because I don’t wear some cheesy
suit, I’m not their IT person?”
“No, because you suck at it,” I answered.
He giggled, “Did you mean it?”
“That you suck at it? Yes, I meant it.”
“No, about your tits,” he said.
“Stop being an ass and you’ll find out. This server’s a
mess,” I said.
“Let me see that screen,” he said. I turned the computer
around to show him the screen.
“What the fuck?” he said.
“You’ve got all of these set ups incorrect, the RAID is not
even being used correctly, only two of the four drives are
storing data. These two are empty. If one of those drives
failed, all that data would be lost.”
I got on the phone with Cali, “Hi, I have an entire system
that needs a purge and reset.” I gave her the information. The
purge started.
“Shit, Millie, what a mess,” I heard Cali say.
“How do you think your uncle would feel if you killed his
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company?” I asked the dragon lord.
“You’re not going to tell him, are you?”
“If you’re going to keep your shit together, I won’t. Once
it’s purged and updated, I can show you the diagnostic and
status screens so you will know if there is anything going
wrong. If anything does, call me,” I wrote my cell number on
the messy blotter on his desk. “Do you have a backup?”
“No, I thought I didn’t need it with that RAID.”
“It may be a good idea, even with the RAID working
correctly. There are many companies with MIL spec
approved secure cloud backup. I can get you a list,” I told
him.
It took twenty minutes to purge, reset and correct the
system. During that time, I showed Stewart how to use the
status and diagnostic features.
“So, if I have an issue, I can call and you’ll come out.”
“If it can’t be fixed off site,” I said. “And it better be a
real issue or I will come out and kick your fucking ass next
time.”
I gave Megan a phone update, and went directly home.
The SAGE people found me an apartment, paid the first,
and deposit; the rest was up to me. The place was a very
small townhouse in the Bell Hill neighborhood of Worcester.
Downstairs there was a living room in front and a
kitchen/dining area in back. Upstairs were two small
bedrooms and a bathroom. I shouldn’t really complain about
it being small, because up to this point in my life I’d never
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had any place larger than one room.
The place was empty, just like me, empty and lonely, but
there was something else, behind the loneliness: it was fear.
In all my time in the army, I don’t remember this kind of fear.
Scared, yes, but not this slow, aching fear. The kind I felt
when I was in high school at the thought of facing another
day of teenagers drunk on hormones jockeying for status and
dominance. What was it that I was afraid of this time?
Certainly not death, no, it was being thrown back into the real
world. I was on my own, alone in that tangled mass of human
social order called civilization. I was one of them now, one of
the powerless multitudes, biting and clawing each other for
status and power just like high school.
I left to find someplace that wasn’t empty; I found a bar
called The Gales in the area that advertised pub food. I didn’t
want to go home hungry.
I was relieved to find that instead of a room full of loud
cowboys like New Mexico, there were men and women in
blue flannel and worn jeans, the good old northeast, nothing
changes fast here. There was hippie music playing from a pair
of ancient Bose 901 speakers. The place was dark, with dark
wood wainscoting.
I asked the bartender, “Is it too late to get something to
eat?”
“Combination pizza okay?” he asked.
“That sounds good, thank you.”
“Do you want something to drink?” he asked.
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“No – well, yes, I’ll have a beer.”
“Miller Draft okay?”
“Sure,” I replied.
He poured the beer and said, “Have a seat; I’ll bring your
pizza when it’s ready.”
“Thanks.”
I wandered into the dark with the beer, trying to find a
booth.
“You can sit here, we have an open place.”
There was a man and woman in the booth, dressed in blue
flannel, and jeans. The man who was speaking had his arm
draped over the woman’s shoulder. Across from them in the
booth was another man dressed in an oxford shirt and jeans.
“Sure, it’s okay?” I asked. I was asking myself as much as
them.
“Not a problem, I’m Dave, this is my brother Jim, and this
is Katy.” Dave and Katy looked very similar, with long faces,
and long unruly light brown hair. The brother Jim looked
different, with a rounder face and dark hair. All three had
beers and at the center of the table was the same type of
round numbered tag that I received from the bar tender that
indicated that they were also waiting for food.
“Okay,” I said and sat down next to Jim, who slid over to
give me some room.
“I’m Millie.”
“Are you just passing through?” Katy asked.
“Just moved here,” I said.
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“Wow,” Dave said. “I didn’t think anyone ever moved
here anymore.”
“You make it sound like a bad place,” I said.
“Not bad unless you count a failing economy.”
“Where are you working?” Katy asked.
“Sage Internet Security, today was my first day,” I
answered.
“So how was your first day?” Jim asked.
“Not bad, if you don’t count that the boss hates me
because she thinks I dress like a hippie and the IT guy at the
first customer site I visited wanted to undress me.”
“Well, if you’re going to dress like a hippie you may as
well get stoned like one,” Jim said.
“Okay,” I said.
“Why don’t you join us out back?” Katy said.
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Chapter 10:
To make friends at the office, I spoke to the person in the
cube next to mine, whose name was Courtney Miles, and was
what Sage called a field agent like me. “Last night I got a
note on my door that said, where are you, you’re never home?
It was written in nice hand writing and was on one of those
cute cards with kittens on the front.” I showed it to her.
“That’s cute,” she said.
“Yeah, but there is just something that seems rather
ominous about it,” I said.
“You didn’t do anything wrong, like park in the wrong
spot or miss a rent payment or something?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“Maybe it’s from a mysterious gentleman caller,” she
replied.
“Now I’m really scared.”
“I see you got the ‘talk’ from Ms. Whittenhauer, what did
she find displeasing about you?” Courtney said.
“She doesn’t like the way that I dress, apparently.”
“Well it could use a little updating.”
“Not you too, I just got out of the Army, okay, so I’m not
real big on the whole fashion scene yet.”
“Oh, so you must be that military hot shot that corporate
has been raving about.”
“I really wish people wouldn’t say that,” I answered.
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“According to them, you’re going to save this place.”
“If that’s what they are thinking, we could all be in
trouble.” Courtney didn’t answer; she turned and sat back
down at her computer, like this conversation was instantly
over. Great, I thought, now I’m the enemy.
A little later Cali called in with five more customers, not
just military contractors this time, but a few Washington
politicians. It was not a problem getting them all up and
functional. At the end of the day, I gave Megan an update.
“So far, you’ve delivered on your promise,” Megan said.
“I just hope you can keep that going once you’ve run out of
friends.”
Back home I parked opposite my front door, and was
headed to my apartment when I was accosted by a blond
woman with big hair and bigger chest.
“Oh, it’s you, you’re finally home! I’ve been trying to get
you all week, didn’t you see my note?” She was clopping
towards me, in her heels and a tight skirt, at an alarming rate.
“Millie, darling, I’m so glad I finally caught up with you! I’m
Belinda.”
“Ah, did I miss a rent payment?” I asked.
“Oh no, silly girl, I’m not the super. Can I walk with
you?”
“Ah, sure?” I said. Not really being sure at all.
“We are putting together a girls’ night at the complex; I
wanted to see if you wanted in?”
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I got to the door, inserted the key, and opened it without
thinking. “Um, what is that exactly?”
“Oh look, so empty, can I come in?” she walked past me
into my apartment. “Moving in is so stressful, me and my
girls can help you warm this place up, it’s so plain.”
Her girls? I hoped she was talking about her female
friends and not those warheads on her chest. “Oh, this stuff is
rented until I can find what I want, I’m good, thanks.”
“Whatever, anyway we were going to all get together one
night each week and have goodies and just talk, and laugh.
Find out what’s shaking with everyone.”
I’m not sure I wanted Blondie’s girls knowing what I was
shaking. “I work a lot so I’m not sure I could make it.”
“Oh, what’s this?” she pointed to the ID badge. “Is that
security or a detective agency or something?”
“I work for an internet security company, we make sure
computers are free from malware.”
“Oh, you know computers? Oh, that’s wonderful. Tina
has been having all kinds of problems with her computer.”
“I’m not sure if I can help, it depends on what the
problem is.”
“Oh, all you smart people say that, it’ll be fine. Anyway,
we get all the girls to bake some little goodies, nothing too
fancy, we’re not really trying to outdo each other or
anything.”
Fuck, did she say bake? I gave a glance into the kitchen,
because to be honest I’d never even checked to see if the
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apartment had an oven. “I’m not sure you’d want to eat
anything I baked,” I told her.
“Oh nonsense, we’re all dying to hear all about you.”
“Ah, well um, I’ll see, I’m not sure what my schedule will
be like. Anyway, thanks for letting me know. But um, I have
to get going.”
She was starting to walk into the kitchen area and was
about to look into one of my totally empty cabinets. “Sorry,”
I blurted, “I really have to pee. Can we talk about this later?”
She let go of the handle without opening it. “Oh sure,
dear, we’ll talk later,” She turned and headed for the door.
“Just don’t make it too much later, okay?”
I watched her leave, and breathed a sigh of relief. I had
just sat down on the potty when my phone rang; I answered
it, hoping the caller wouldn’t hear the water noise.
It was Cali. “Our business is really taking off,” she said.
“I don’t want to dump too many new accounts on you at
once, but we are getting more than we can handle. I’m
working with another group to set up a new field office
around Washington, but for now I’m handing the politicians
to you because I want to make sure that they are covered.
How is it going?”
“So far so good, most come up without a problem.”
“Good, how are you and Megan getting along?” she
asked.
“She likes my rate of new installs but she’s nervous that I
won’t be able to keep it up.”
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“That won’t be a problem,” Cali said.
“And she didn’t bug me about my clothes today.”
“Good – oh, and Dr. Grey is going to be out there the day
after tomorrow. He’s adding functionality and will be giving
everyone a quick class.”
“Okay, good to know, thanks.”
“Be good, bye,” Cali disconnected.
After another fun day at work of Megan quipping about
my clothes, Courtney not speaking to me and following Cali’s
instructions on a few more new customers, I drove into my
parking space in front of my apartment. I was heading in
when I saw Belinda sitting in her older model Pontiac Grand
Prix; she noticed me but turned away. Not good, I must have
done a bad thing yesterday. I was trying to be nice, honest. I
debated if I should try to fix things. If I just leave it alone, I
thought, I wouldn’t get dragged into Bee’s girls club. But that
wouldn’t be right; I was offensive yesterday, so I better go
and try to make up.
I walked over to her. “Hi Belinda, sorry if I was rude
yesterday. I’ll try and bake something, or if that doesn’t work
I’ll just buy something and bring it, would that be okay?”
“There isn’t going to be a girls’ night,” she said.
“Why not?” she had on more makeup than usual today,
and then I noticed it was because she was trying to cover a
bruise on her eye.
“Just can’t, that’s all.”
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“Belinda, did someone hit you?”
She looked away fast. “No, it’s just me being a klutz
again.”
“No, I don’t think so. It looks like someone hit you. Was
it your boyfriend?” I pried.
“Just leave it alone; I’m a klutz is all.” She pushed herself
out of the car, brushed me aside and headed for her
apartment.
“You don’t have to put up with that,” I said. What a
stupid thing to say, I thought. How could I possibly
understand? I’m lucky to have had plenty of self-defense
practice, plus a carry permit. Not to mention all the other
perks that goes with being a CIA assassin. However, it’s not
like that for most of the women on the planet. Violence
against women is viewed as one of the privileges of being a
man in most states. And this is the progressive United States
of America, it’s much worse in most other places. The truth
is, in most places women do not even have as much right to
life as a cow, let alone equal pay for equal work.
I walked back to my apartment, but I just got more and
more angry; it’s a good thing that I didn’t know who the
asshole was and that they took my M110 away from me. I’m
pretty sure I could take him out and get away with it.
I plopped the cobb salad that I just got from the grocery
store on the table. It was meant to take the place of my usual
leftover pizza or Cheerios supper. Now I wasn’t sure I felt
like eating. There was a knock on the door. I opened it to a
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tall thin woman with long dark hair.
“I see you talked to Bee,” she said.
“Yeah, I’m so fucking pissed I could take that guy out,” I
blurted.
“It’s not the first time; I’m Tracy by the way,” she
introduced herself.
“Hi, I’m Millie. Why won’t she do something about it?”
“She just keeps taking him back; he convinced her that
she’s not good enough to get anyone else. Is that what you’re
eating?”
I looked over at the table, “yep,” I said.
“Bring it over, we can share.” I followed Tracy to her
place that was right next to mine. “I wish I knew how to help
her,” she said.
She went to her fridge and pulled out the makings of a
salad like what I just got at the grocery store. “Do you want a
beer?”
“Sure.”
She pulled out a couple of Coronas.
“You want me to break his legs?” I asked.
“As much as I’d like to see that, I’m not sure that would
do her any good until she’s ready to do it herself.”

106

Chapter 11:
The next morning at work, Dr. Grey came to our humble
field office as advertised, and gave us another project update.
Closing the door to the staff meeting room, he got started.
“The time has come for the next stage in our mission here.
This is a confidential level briefing, and is not to be shared
with our civilian clients. As you know, cybercrime has
become the issue of the 21st century, and with more and more
infrastructure going intelligent and connected, it can only
become more dangerous in the future.”
“We have contracted with the DOD and DHS to support
what I’m calling seeker, hunter software on our systems. It
will be the job of these AI software bots to find, disable, and
eliminate hacker systems. Where there is a human component
required, the field techs will intervene. As usual the Core
people will track the progress of all incidents, and trace the
user perpetrators as they move to new systems. This
information will be shared with the DHS and DOD as
required for possible further action on their part.”
“Sounds good to us,” Megan said. “Why is all the secrecy
necessary?”
“First reason is that the public does not like to know that
the government is crawling around on the internet. Second,
we do not want the bad guys to know what kind of
technology we have running, and third, we do not want them
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to know where we are.”
“We will install the hunter systems in the field offices,
that’s you. Once up and running the software will go live and
interface with the seekers back at the main locations like
Syracuse. Again, I can’t over emphasize how important it is
that this information does not leave this room: even if there
are rumors, you need to continue to deny it.”
During the catered lunch, Dr. Grey spoke to me
personally in front of the others. “Nice to see you again
Millie, Dr. Grummond sends his greetings. He’s doing great
and his latest project is progressing nicely. He said I owe him
for snatching you away,” as if I didn’t already have teacher’s
pet written across my forehead.
After lunch, the class continued. “I want to give you a
rundown as promised of just how this works and then how to
use it. The how to use it part is the easy part. As you may or
may not know, there are many problems with tracing down
the individuals behind computer attacks. And determining
which are the, as we like to call them, zero point systems.
These are the ones actually used by the hacker to initiate the
attack.”
“First, there is the sheer volume of traffic, and then there
are all the proxies, and the unprotected slave computers many
hackers use to launch their attacks without the owners of
those computers even being aware that their computer is
being used for illegal activity. The normal protections are to
monitor traffic in and out of the host computer and flag
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suspicious activity, like writing something to the system files.
Those are the notices that I’m sure you’ve all seen, like, are
you sure you want to let so-and-so program format your hard
drive? The other method is to check the signature of the
incoming binary data. If it matches a known threat, then the
input is blocked and the user may be notified.”
“It should be obvious to the casual observer what the
problems with these approaches are; first, the input may not
look as nefarious as formatting the hard drive or other blatant
activity and it goes unlogged, or the operator themselves may
not know any better and answer, Sure no problem.”
“Second, the software that looks for signatures needs to
be updated constantly so that the offending malware isn’t too
new to be recognized. Since these malicious programs are
constantly being created, you need to hope that you have the
latest update and the security company is diligent with
keeping up with the rapid development of the malware in
question.”
“Gone are the days when students did it for fun just
because they could; now it is all about getting information or
doing harm. It is now big business: one person gets the
information and sells it to brokers, who in turn sell it to end
users to do what they want with it. Therefore, there is a
substantial number of people, computers, and places
involved. The normal process of finding the perpetrators is to
back trace IP addresses, but very few are using their own
computer, and by using proxies the trail is long and full of

109

twists and turns, making it hard to trace.”
“Millie, you ever hear of PRML or the Viterbi
Algorithm?” he asked.
I shook my head.
“They were used on the IMP targeting system that you
were instrumental in testing.”
“All I knew was when it worked and when it didn’t,” I
answered.
“Anyway, suffice it to say that those two methods that I
pointed out are commonly used to discern signals from noise.
The approach we took was more like these signal catching
algorithms than trying to trace addresses. What the computers
look at is all net traffic, most of which appears to be noise,
but are really patterns. Therefore, all we needed to do was to
create a pattern map of how hackers use their systems that is
different from average users. The algorithm flags that pattern
and comes up with the likely candidates, flagging them for
further study. Simple, yes?” Grey said.
“Sounds too simple,” Courtney said.
“Simple concept, yes, simple execution, no. There is a lot
that goes into the algorithm and it took much study to fine
tune it. But now that it’s proven itself in the trials, we are
ready to go live.”
The rest of the class was on how to use the system. The
Core people were the seekers, and the field people were the
hunters. That afternoon, Dr. Grey showed us a video of the
system going live. It took a little while to acclimatize, but
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soon there were first yellow, then orange, and finally red dots
appearing on the overhead maps.
Like a mad scientist, he announced with a suitable laugh,
“There they are. You can’t hide from us now. Those little red
dots are the targets.”
“There are a lot of dots,” said Randy, one of the other
field techs.
“It will refine the search as it gathers more data; see the
readings in the corner? That gives the probability of a positive
outcome – meaning, an actual target. Right now, as you can
see, it’s only showing an 84% positive match. We don’t want
to start targeting until we get above 99%. Believe me, it will
get there.”
He smiled at his creation like a proud father, but
something was telling me that there was another shoe hanging
somewhere in the depths of virtual space awaiting the
opportunity to collide with the floor.
At least assassinating computers didn’t carry the same
baggage as assassinating people.
Back home, I was just getting settled with my grocery
store deli Panini when I got a knock on the door, and opened
it to find Belinda smiling at me. The heavy makeup was gone,
but the bruise was not. I was hoping that she was going to tell
me that she had dumped her abusive boyfriend.
“Hi Millie, I just wanted to let you know that girls’ night
is back on again.”
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“Good,” I said.
“I wanted to ask you if you could make brownies, for
tomorrow night.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Sorry about the short notice, but I figure everybody has
at least one brownie mix in their pantry, and they are easy to
make, so you shouldn’t have a problem.”
The only thing in my cupboards was the sawdust left over
from when they were installed. “Yeah, no problem,” I
answered.
“Great, I knew I could count on you. Well, got to run, but
I’m looking forward to seeing you on the back patio
tomorrow at 7:00.”
She turned and hurried off.
Well, the good news is, I won’t lose a week of sleep
gripped in the fear of baking.
I took another trip to the store and looked through all the
mixes, each one trying to outdo the other with the
superlatives that were used. All that told me was that getting a
good brownie from a mix must be a problem if they all
needed to talk about it so much, and the best I could hope for
was something so dry that it could part the Red Sea and not
require a staff.
I took to reading the back of the boxes. All promised
brownies in just three easy steps. Sure, like replacing an
engine requires three easy steps; one, get new engine, two,
remove old engine, and three, put in new engine. See, no
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problem. But it was a good thing I did read the box because I
didn’t know I’d need things like cooking oil and eggs.
I picked the one with the most superlatives.
“You look confused.” There was an older woman
standing next to me.
“I’m supposed to bake brownies for a party, but I’ve
never done it before and I have no clue what I’m doing.”
“Well, they are all fairly easy,” she replied.
“They all say that I will need eggs and cooking oil. I think
I know about eggs, but there are so many oils, which one is
good?”
“Follow me,” she said.
I followed her down the aisle. “These are good, you can
use canola if you want lower fat but it can have an off-putting
taste, so I’d use one of these vegetable oils.”
“Okay. So, then it says mix.”
“Yes, that is very easy. Just put everything in a bowl, it
doesn’t matter what order they go in.”
“A bowl?”
“You don’t have a mixing bowl?”
“No, are they expensive?” I asked.
“Follow me.” We went over one aisle to the kitchen stuff.
“This glass one will work. And I assume you don’t have a
mixer?”
I shook my head.
“You should be able to get away with using a whisk like
this one,” she said.
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“Okay.”
“And you’ll need one of these.” She selected something
that looked like a small mud flap on a stick. “And you will
need a baking pan.” She picked a square aluminum pan that
had a plastic cover. “These are good.”
“Thanks,” I said.
She walked away. I’m sure she will be telling all her
friends how she just met the stupidest woman alive in the
grocery store.
Back home, I unloaded the contents of the bag and stared
at them for a few minutes trying to prepare myself for the
mission. I read the box again, lining up each ingredient and
piece of equipment mentioned. Then I had another flash of
fear when I read that you were supposed to beat the batter for
several minutes with an electric mixer. How come I hadn’t
seen that little detail before? Is that what she meant by, you
could use this? I picked up the whisk.
I knocked on Tracy’s door. “Hey Millie, what’s up?” she
asked when she opened the door.
“You don’t have an electric mixer, do you?”
“A mixer? Does that mean girls night is on again?”
“Yup,” I confirmed.
“Good, but I don’t have a mixer, sorry.”
“Do you have a drill?”
“That, I do have,” she answered, and walked into one of
the bedrooms and came back with cordless drill.
“You’re sure you won’t mind me using it?”
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“Oh yeah, not a problem, but as much as I’d like to hang
around and watch, I’m meeting some guys at The Gale
tonight.”
“I’ll bring your drill back tomorrow,” I told her.
Back home, it wasn’t too difficult to use a chop stick to
attach the whisk handle and the drill chuck, so after that I was
back to staring at the ingredients. I took a deep breath and
turned the oven knob to the indicated temperature, which
marked the first time I’ve turned on an oven since heating
take and bake pizza for my dad.
Everything went together reasonably well, except I found
out that it’s incredibly hard to get little pieces of egg shell out
of eggs. I also hoped that they adjusted the batter amount to
account for a reasonable amount of splatter. It went into the
oven; I used my phone’s alarm clock for a kitchen timer.
Now came that one little line on the instructions that
struck fear deep in the pit of my stomach: the one that says
oven times may vary.
I was reading the internet news when the alarm went off,
my whole life hinged on the off chance that I was one of
those people whose oven times didn’t vary, and I pulled the
brownies out. The middle looked like it may have been a little
under done, but I didn’t want them to be dry, so I considered
them done.
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Chapter 12:
8:30 AM Thursday morning, I was watching the little red
dots coalesce on the screen of the new hunter computer that
was now next to the original customer status system on my
desk.
Courtney walked by. “Hey Courtney, so what do you
think of our new assignment?”
She continued to ignore me and continued walking. I got
up to follow her to see what was going on, but Megan popped
out of her office and called me in.
“Millie, there is a detective agency that would like their
files protected. Here is their information; they are expecting
you at 10:00 this morning.”
“Shouldn’t this go to Courtney?” I asked.
“They specifically asked for you. They are in
Framingham, so you better get moving.”
“Yes boss.”
The office was in a two story wood frame building just
north of the State College on Vernon Street. There was a
beauty spa downstairs and the agency was upstairs. I went in;
there was a reception desk with no one at it. Behind the desk
were two office doors, both closed.
Should I wait for the proper time or should I knock early?
It didn’t seem like 10 minutes were going to make a lot of
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difference. I knocked.
“Who is it?”
“I’m from Sage Net, here to install security software.”
“You’re early.”
“I can wait,” I answered.
“No, come in.”
I opened the door; the office was small, but neat and
tastefully decorated, with two windows behind a desk that
was off at an angle towards the far side of the room. There
was a largish man in a heather gray suit sitting on the corner
of the desk.
“Miss Millie Willard, how has your day been so far?”
There are times when people use your name and it feels
welcoming and friendly, and then there are those times when
it sounds more like a threat. This was one of those threat
times. “Where is the server you want me to load the software
on?”
“So, tell me, Millie, who are you really?”
“What?”
“Please don’t play with me; I know this little Internet
Security thing is a front. So, I ask you again, who are you?”
“I didn’t come here to answer ridiculous questions, I came
to install software. Do you want me to install software or
not?”
“Not until you give me a straight answer.”
“Millie Willard. So, where’s the server?” I asked, losing
civility.
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“Come now Millie, don’t think you can get away with not
answering my questions.”
“I’m not playing this game with you. If you want security
software, go to Norton.” I turned to go, but he grabbed me
hard by the shoulder. I pushed myself against him, ducked,
and flipped him over my shoulder; he slammed to the floor
hard, letting out a loud “Fuck!”
He rolled, grabbing for his jacket as if going for a gun. I
was faster. “Stop!” I yelled, aiming for his balls; I could see
the fear in his eyes. “Now you can tell me who you are and
why I’m really here.”
“Or what, you going to shoot me?”
“Do you want to take that chance?” I glanced down at the
desk; there were business cards sitting in a tray. I picked one
up with my free hand. Mike Crane, Private Eye.
“You’re holding that gun all wrong, a woman like you
couldn’t possibly shoot that gun one handed. So why don’t
you just put that thing down before you hurt yourself.”
“Just like a woman like me couldn’t flip a man like you
over her shoulder. Think about it.”
“You can’t win this; I work for a very powerful person
who wants to know who you are. Even if you kill me it won’t
stop here, he will find out about you.”
“Who?”
“That’s confidential,” he smirked.
“So is my life story.” I took one of his cards and started to
leave.
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He thought I was distracted and went for his gun and I
kicked it out of his hand. He screamed, “What the hell are
you, lady?”
“Pissed,” I answered and walked around him to the door,
pulled it open, and left.
Outside the office I put the Five Seven away and sprinted
down the hall while I pulled out the phone.
“Cali, Mayday, that detective agency I was supposed to
install for? The guy wanted to interrogate me.” I started down
the stairs.
“Did he say who hired him?”
“He just said someone important.”
“Did you get his name?” she asked.
“He didn’t tell me, but I got a card off the desk he was
using; it says Mike Crane, Private Eye.”
“This is not good, where are you now?”
“Just leaving the building,” I told her.
“Was there a window in the office?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Go outside. In your field kit you’ll find a small box.
Inside that box you’ll see something that looks like one of
those old ear bud music players.”
“A listening device?” I asked.
“Yes,” she answered. “Go outside, aim the laser at the
window and listen in to see if he gets on the phone.”
I got out front next to my car and aimed the device;
nothing but noise so far.
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I got a call back from Cali. “Was this the man that
questioned you?” A picture came up on my phone screen.
“Yes, that’s him,” I told her.
“That is Mike Crane, and guess who came up as a client:
Senator, or rather, Ex-Senator, Tom Bonnrich.”
“So, I guess the ‘ex’ means that the aftermath of the Palm
Springs incident didn’t go well.”
“No, it didn’t, but it looks like his forced resignation
hasn’t stopped him on his quest,” Cali said.
“No, but if Crane is working for Bonnrich, it sounds like
he is still confused about who to believe: his ex-girlfriend, or
his staff who told him about Laura Peddington?” I speculated.
“Just confirmation, I suspect,” Cali said.
Somehow, I didn’t think I was getting the whole story, but
I didn’t push it. Cali disconnected. I waited around for a few
more minutes listening for a phone call, but none came, so I
headed back to work.
As it turns out, girls’ night at the apartments was on. I met
Tina with the computer issues, and Deloris Vern, who was the
woman who helped me in the grocery store. The verdict on
the brownies was not bad, would have been better with
frosting. At least no one got sick from them, so I called it a
success.
Bee was in her element, directing the whole affair.
“Bee tells me you’re in computers?” Deloris asked.
“Computer security; I install software, in other words.”
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“You seem too normal to be a computer person,” she said.
I about choked on my Diet Coke.
“Even after all my stupid questions about baking
brownies?” I asked.
“Oh yeah, most computer people that I know would not
have asked,” she replied.
“What was that about the brownies?” Bee asked.
“That was kind of the first time I’ve ever made
brownies,” I confessed.
“I’m sorry, you should have told me,” Bee said.
“That’s okay; it was a good learning experience.”
“What?” another woman named Stacy said, “You mean
we were all test subjects?”
“Think of it as beta testing,” I said.
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Chapter 13:
Friday morning Megan called me into the staff conference
room. “I have Syracuse on the line,” she said, and left,
closing the door.
“I think that the best thing to do would be to get her out of
here, this investigation could give us a lot of visibility that we
don’t need,” Cali was saying when the call connected.
“Hi, this is Millie,” I said, to inform the group that I was
there.
“Don’t be too hasty, Cali, this may work in our favor,”
Grey said.
“Hello Millie,” Dr. Grey said. “On our side we have
Kristi Rennier who you know, Jason Miller from the West
Coast startup, and Thomas Herne, just transferred in from
New Mexico.”
“I don’t see it,” Cali said. “I know you want her on the
project, but we are going to be under constant scrutiny as long
as she is here.”
“First, I believe she is essential to the program. Can you
think of anyone better? The other thing is, what better cover
for the operation than having everyone watching us?” Dr.
Grey asked the group.
“Wait, maybe you should fill me in. Are you talking about
removing me from the project because of Senator Bonnrich’s
PI?” I asked.
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“Hang on, let me continue,” Grey said. “Three big
reasons. First, she already knows a lot of the background
information; trusting anyone else with the basics could be
risky, we have no idea how they would react.”
“Wait, what information are you talking about?” Tom
Herne asked.
“Graybeard, of course,” Grey answered.
“But I thought the problem was that Bonnrich knows
Millie is connected to Graybeard and he is going to keep after
her until he gets what he wants,” Thomas said.
“Yes, but, that’s the beauty of it, as long as Bonnrich
thinks Millie Willard is really Laura Peddington, he’s going
in the wrong direction. He’s a raving conspiracy theorist with
no connection to reality. For everyone else, America is still
the home of the free and the land of the brave.”
“Wait, how did Bonnrich make the Laura Peddington
connection?” I asked.
“He didn’t, he thinks you’re really Laura Peddington and
the real Millie Willard is still out there somewhere,” Cali
said.
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“That’s not important,” Dr. Grey said. “What is important
is that he is confused and that destroys his credibility.”
“The next point is,” Dr. Grey continued, “the fact that the
infamous ‘Skank’ could be here working as a normal person
for Sage, makes it more like the urban legend that area 51 is.”
“I’m not sure I understand the area 51 reference?” Herne
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said.
“Don’t you see, as long as people are looking for aliens in
Area 51, they are not interested in its real purpose. This girl
has been there and survived.”
“I’m not so sure about the survived part yet,” I
interrupted.
“Because of what you are about to hear next,” Dr. Grey
said.
“I don’t think she is ready,” Herne said.
“Ready for what?” I asked.
“We can’t make you do this, but I’m hoping you will be a
part of the team. I know you have issues with the way things
are. It would be nice if we could still afford to have a
democracy, but the world is not the same anymore,” Grey
answered.
“David, it sounds like she knows too much already,”
Herne said.
“She knows a lot but not everything,” Grey said.
“I have to tell you guys that I’m really scared now,” I told
them.
“And I don’t blame you. So that is why I want to explain
this to you so that you will understand the full picture,” Grey
said.
“I’m listening.” What more could they do to me, I
thought.
Dr. David Grey started to explain. “I’m what, for lack of a
better term, is called a social mathematician. In other words, I
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break down collective human behavior into predictive
mathematical equations. I know you’re thinking that it’s
impossible, but given collective reasoning, it is not as
difficult as it sounds. The software that is running right now,
what you see on that display, is a result of what I’m talking
about. It is true that one can’t with any reasonable certainty
predict the behavior of a single person. However, as a whole,
we are not all that imaginative. Thus, I have been able to put
together a fairly accurate and repeatable prediction of near
term human behavior, given the situation in this country and
the world. If you need confirmation, as much as ten years ago
I predicted what we are currently seeing in the world right
now. Now with more data and more sophisticated computing
it only gets worse, not better. So now we have our own...”
The more he talked, the less I began to like what he was
saying. I don’t think it really took a lot of high-level math to
see that with everything going on, the future looked grim. I
think I’ve known that for quite some time, but it’s one of
those things that you need to put out of your head to be able
to function. And maybe that’s it. Everyone is hiding out from
the obvious truth, pretending that it’s not there. Kind of like
the cold war, everyone knew we were pointing total
annihilation weapons at each other that could go off at any
time, but you just went about your business like they didn’t
exist. At least then there was some control over who had the
button. Now it seems that the button is missing and no one
knows where it is.
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“Miss Willard, if you could use the computer to connect
to the following site. You can be patched in.”
I followed the instructions and the computer displayed a
world map on the screen.
“Okay guys,” Dr. Grey continued, “This is the big one, in
case you were interested. Due to things escalating faster than
predicted, we had to move up the timetable. What I’m about
to show you is the real reason why you are here.” He pressed
a remote-control button and the view on the computer screen
changed from a world map to pictures and statistics. The
pictures showed all forms of devastation from storms and
other natural disasters. Others showed starvation, and war,
riots and terror bombings.
“I’m sure you are all familiar with these pictures. Some of
you have seen it firsthand. The statistics are the numbers,
suffice it to say that they are staggering. With all that we
know about both the natural world and the state of human
civilization and changing populations, it does not take a
genius with a computer to know that this is only going to
escalate exponentially. But that is what I did, and I presented
my findings to the federal government with predictable
results. It became a political issue used to further divide the
members along political lines. Ironically, this reaction was
not only predicted, it illustrates the point behind why we are
here.
“The bottom line is that we will soon see disasters,
devastation, and death beyond all reason. Even now we see
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thousands, tens of thousands, even one hundred thousand
deaths. The staggering truth is that these are only the ones
that make the news. It is just a drop of all that is unseen. And
believe me, I’ve done the math; it cannot do anything else but
get worse at an alarming rate, to the point that the very core
of human civilization will be threatened. If I sound like I’m
raving mad, then you are right. We stand on the event horizon
of utter chaos. This nation that we are now living in will
cease to exist in any form that we could recognize, lacking
the means or the will to preserve what we have gained in the
last 200 years.
“That is, until now.”
He clicked a button and the screen turned back to the
map. “You have seen the AI in action, but finding net crooks
is a byproduct of what it was designed to do. Its real function
is to, by using the same type of noise filtering algorithm, find
those who are planning to destroy our way of life.”
“Wait, what exactly does that mean?” Jason asked.
“It means that we can find those who have the means,
ability, desire and intent to do damage to the stability of our
way of life,” Dr. Grey answered.
Suddenly an awful picture materialized in my brain. “So,
you want me to pop every hippie that sends an email to his
friend that says the government sucks, or take out every
survivalist that just bought one too many AR15s?” I asked.
“Oh no, you grossly misunderstand. Liberals will not
overthrow the government. True, they have the desire and the
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knowledge, but lack the initiative; they are too stoned to get
off the couch, in other words. The conservatives may have
initiative up the whazoo, but they are dumber than a two
dollar watch; the least little bit of well-placed propaganda
sends them off in the wrong direction.”
“No, I’m talking about those select few that have
everything, means, motive, and opportunity, to take the whole
thing crashing down. That little Washington incident was a
wakeup call; nobody would listen to me until one determined
girl just about took out the entire city. Now they are aware of
just how vulnerable they are.”
“I think you over estimated my role,” I interrupted. “How
does keeping our H&S friends in their comfy chairs preserve
civilization?”
“Exactly,” Grey said. “That is the question, isn’t it; I
knew I brought you here for a reason. Because, don’t you see,
they ARE the real and future leaders of the world. As long as
they are in the power chair, they will hold some remnant of
the civilized world together. You may hate them, Millie, but
the truth is they are the only ones who can reach that handle
to control the madness.”
“So, they will control who lives and dies?” Jason asked.
“Just like in business, when downsizing is necessary, they
are the ones who can do it. Hate them if you will, but they
will cut out the fat to save the body. But one thing they lack:
they lack the eyes to see what they need to see. But now my
beautiful baby will give them, will give us, the eyes we need.
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We can nip the buds when they are small. In short, we now
have the power to drive the future one butterfly at a time.”
I couldn’t breathe, if I had any water left I would be
peeing my pants right now.
“I will call each of you with further details, but know this:
I need each one of you, you are all very important to this
project. You will be the pioneers of the future.”
That afternoon, I was sitting in my car in front of my
apartment, afraid to take my hands off the wheel and get out.
It would have been easier if this raving mad mathematician
wasn’t right about his assessment of the state of the world.
I jumped at a tap on the window. It was Belinda; I opened
the door and stepped out of the car. “Are you okay? You look
like you just witnessed the end of the world,” she said.
I think I just did. “Just a strange day at work today, that’s
all,” I replied.
“I just wanted to tell you that I talked to Tina, she said she
would teach you how to make brownies. She said yours
weren’t bad for a first try, but she can help you make great
brownies. How does that sound?”
“Brownies, oh yeah, that sounds great, thanks Bee.” I
turned and walked towards my front door as if it was the edge
of the universe and I could simply walk off.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Bee asked.
“Huh?”
“Your strange day; do you want to talk about it?”
“Oh no, that’s okay. Just boring work stuff.” I continued
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into my apartment.
So, what does this all mean? I don’t think I’ve seen a mad
scientist for real before. They are a lot scarier in person. And
with the power vested in him by Hast & Stricton’s supreme
CEO of America, if his math is correct, there is not one
person who is safe from the algorithmic eyes of Dr. Grey. I
guess the people who were worried about the NSA have no
idea how bad it really is. It was one thing to learn that we are
ruled by big business, quite another to know that everything
we do is being scrutinized as to how it may affect those in
power. The kicker: they want me to carry out the sentence for
running afoul of their sensibilities.
What do I do? I was fooling myself for three years trying
to tell myself that killing people was okay, they were bad
people, and they were going to hurt someone. But now, now I
will kill people because they are thinking about being bad.
But not even bad, just being against the people who are
illegally running the country.
According to the Constitution, the government is run by
the people; H&S does not represent the people. Holy shit!
The truth is that the United States of America has been taken
over, and now they are creating a totalitarian state run by AI
with a mad man at the controls. Then if I take my oath
seriously, there is only one thing to do.
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Chapter 14:
After two tries to shut off the alarm clock, I finally
realized that it was my phone that had awakened me from a
deep sleep.
“Hello?” I mumbled.
“We need you at work today,” Cali chirped.
“What? It’s Saturday.”
“I know,” Cali said, “but we have a situation that needs
your assistance, get to your computer and log in.”
“Okay.”
I showered and dressed, and made it into work before
7:30 and there was no one there. I started the computer and
logged onto the Sage Network. It only took a second for Tom
and Cali’s faces to appear on the screen. “What’s up?” I
asked.
“We have a little job for you,” Cali said.
“For me? What kind of job? We have customers who
need software today?” I asked, hoping that it wasn’t what I
was thinking it was.
“No, a job like what we really hired you for.”
No such luck, I thought. “What, is Graybeard already
lining up people it wants me to terminate?”
“It’s your senator,” Tom replied.
“You want me to kill a US senator?”
“No, who said anything about killing? You’re a field tech,
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you install stuff, so we need you to install a few listening
devices,” he replied.
“I thought we didn’t need all that kind of surveillance
anymore?”
“Perhaps I should back up. First, all the machine does is
find potential targets; there still needs to be real verification.
Wait, did you think that we were just going to eliminate every
red dot?” Tom was asking.
“The thought crossed my mind,” I replied.
“Oh, good heavens, no, the hope is that once we know
who they are we can catch them at something, and then let the
local authorities take them down. They get the credit, we stay
secret and the whole system looks like it’s working. But in
this case, we already know the target; it’s a matter of catching
him at the right moment.”
“So, you want me to sneak into his house and plant a
bug?” I asked.
“We just need you to get close, these bugs plant
themselves,” Tom said.
“How does that work?”
He showed me a little clear plastic case, much like the one
that Dr. Wallace showed me that contained the rail gun darts,
only much smaller.
“A rail gun dart?” I asked.
“Very good, you remembered,” Tom said.
“Anyway, these are slightly different; these are from the
Air Force’s MAV project, it stands for Micro Air Vehicles.

132

They were supposed to be completely autonomous, but are
very power supply limited. That’s why these have been
modified to be launched from a low power rail gun. They will
glide in and find themselves a hiding spot. Once in place they
will act as normal recording devices. All we need you to do is
get them through an opening.”
“That’s all?”
“Not really as much of a problem as you think. We know
his schedule, we just need to get you in place for when he is
outside. True, it will be the same as if you were shooting him,
only he’ll just be bugged, not dead. Here is the address and
the time, make sure you are in place before the time. You will
be in a hotel room that overlooks his office, so you should be
able to shoot from the window without being seen. What is
supposed to happen is the bug will piggyback on his clothes
until getting into the office. Once there, you will have to
command it to find another hiding place.”
“How do I do that?” I asked.
“This,” he pulled out a device like a smart phone. “You
should be seeing what the MAV is seeing. Once it looks like
he is in his office, use this to give it the plant command. The
screen will show when the bug is up and working.” He pulled
out another device. “This is the receiver. It will have to be
hidden in the hotel room near the window. There is colored
tape in here to help stick and conceal it. You better get
going.”
“Where do I get this device you just showed me?” I
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asked.
“We had the equipment shipped overnight to your office.
Take the back stairs to the lower floor, the mailroom is in the
back corner of the building, we will unlock the doors as you
go. It will be a white FedEx box with your name on it. This is
the address you will need to be at before 9:30 AM.”
“The address is in Framingham,” I said.
“That’s correct.”
“I thought he was a New York senator?”
“He moved after he was forced to resign. It should take
less than an hour to get there, so you will have plenty of
time.” Tom did all the talking and Cali didn’t look happy.
The trip to the mail room went as planned. I checked out
the kit that was sent; the launcher in this case seemed more
like a handheld crossbow than the high-tech device that I had
used back in New Mexico.
I got on I-290 South to I-90 and headed east. At least
planting bugs is better than killing people, I told myself to
calm that nagging little voice in my head that said I was
headed down a very dark, one way road.
Other than the argument I was having with myself, the
trip to Framingham was relatively uneventful. I arrived at
8:30 and went to the restaurant for breakfast before setting
up. At breakfast I called in, “Hello, I’m here.”
“What are you doing here?” I looked up at Mr. Crane, PI,
staring down at me.
“Who is that?” Tom demanded over the phone.
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I looked at Crane, but answered Tom. “It’s Mr. Crane,
you know, the guy who assaulted me, remember?”
“Now just a damn minute, is that what you’re telling
people?” Crane bellowed.
“What else would you call it, when you grab me and try
to hold me against my will?”
“That’s a lie and you know it. You are not going to get
away with this.”
“Get away with what? All I’m trying to do is install
software, so I don’t know what your problem is, but just so
you know, I do have friends in the FBI. So, if you are still
stalking me, you should know that is a felony.”
“I’m not stalking you, I’m doing my job,” he retorted.
“Really, for who?” I asked.
“You’re lucky I didn’t file charges,” he said.
“Now that would have been a bit embarrassing, then you
would have to explain why you called me, and why you
assaulted me. How do you think that would go?”
“You certainly don’t sound like some poor lost student
from Canada; I’m going to find out who you are and what
game you’re playing,” he insisted.
“Until then, I have a job to do, so I need to take this call.”
I watched him walk away. “Yes Tom, as I was saying, I’m
here.”
“Good job on the smoke screen, by the way, we will need
you to hold tight for a little while.”
“Yeah, but if Crane is here to see Bonnrich, then the
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normal schedule may not apply.”
“Good point. If he is here to see Bonnrich, it would also
be nice to hear that conversation.”
“You want me to try and follow him?”
“No, I don’t want to take a chance on losing this
opportunity. Bonnrich is meeting with his lawyer today; I
don’t think he’s going to break that appointment for this guy.
So, chances are, Crane is doing the same thing you are,
waiting for Bonnrich.”
“Aye, aye captain,” I quipped.
“Good job, we want to know what’s in this guy’s closet,”
Tom said. “Just make sure you’re in place at 9:30.” He
disconnected.
If the senator got caught with his pants down, literally,
and that is why he is in so much trouble, then what happened
to Ms. Maitland? If it was true to form, she should be all over
the news throwing him under the bus to save her own ass. But
not a word since this whole thing started. Is she still with him
and hiding out? Or is she just hiding out? I wonder if Mr.
Wizard could find her with his silicon crystal ball.
After breakfast I went upstairs and called back in. “Hey
Tom, ready to go.”
“Make sure you get a good shot from the back, we don’t
want our bug to get swatted like a fly.”
“Got it. I was wondering, what happened to Rea Maitland
in all this?”
“The girlfriend? Why?”
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“If something funny was going on, she could be a part of
it. She was the one that Bonnrich brought along to identify
me.”
“Interesting, our information was that he threw her out.”
“But where did she go?”
“We didn’t think it was important, so we didn’t follow
up.”
“That’s probably why I can get away with the things I
do.”
“How do you mean?”
“Men, even in our enlightened nation, always discount
women as if nothing they do matters. If you want to survive,
you may want to rethink that approach.”
“I’ll see what I can find out about Ms. Maitland. In the
meantime, don’t miss your appointment, because in this case
what you do matters very much.”
Tom disconnected. I sat down in the chair that faced the
open window so that I had a good view of the four story
American gothic brick building with high arched windows on
the top floor where Bonnrich’s offices were. Our digital
master estimated a ninety eight percent probability that
Bonnrich would be walking and therefore go in the front
door. And who was I to argue with such a statistic?
I checked out the window, then set up my computer, taped
the receiver to the back of the curtain rod, and connected my
end to a USB port on the computer. All was ready for the
hopefully unsuspecting host. The software was correct to plus
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or minus two minutes as to when Bonnrich would show,
walking up the sidewalk towards his office building. He made
it to the walkway and was about to turn up towards the
building when P.I. Crane exited a car parked across the street
and jogged towards him. Bonnrich was supposed to turn away
from me and walk to the building; that would be my chance
to fire the bug. But then there was that little bit of uncertainty,
that today he would stop and talk to Crane before going into
the building.
This was the conversation I wanted to hear. I stood and
took the launcher and walked to the far side of the hotel room
to minimize the chance I would be seen through the window,
and took aim. The cursor locked, but I didn’t confirm. Crane
was animated, clearly upset; Bonnrich was trying to calm him
down. That was what I was waiting for. Bonnrich turned him
around, wanting to take the conversation inside. The cursor
locked on Bonnrich’s back; I confirmed and fired. There was
a puff sound and almost no kick, the only way I would know
if the bug found home is if a signal came back.
Nothing, nothing, nothing – wait, there it was: a picture.
The bug was on the back of his neck. The image was of the
collar of his jacket and the back of his head, but the
conversation was loud and clear.
“Easy, Crane, calm down, wait until we get inside, where
we can talk.”
I texted Cali and Tom, “Getting this?”
“Yup,” was their reply.
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“Good,” I texted.
Bonnrich took the stairs instead of the elevator. He came
out of the stairwell and into a hallway with white paneled
ceiling, then into a room. I waited to make sure it was the
inner office and not a reception area. Sure enough, there was
another doorway and another room. The scene spun around
and shifted; it was Bonnrich sitting down. I pushed the detach
button. Amazingly, the bug took flight. It found a corner
between ceiling and wall and took refuge. Who cares about
spying, I would love to have one of these just to drive around,
a bug’s eye view of the world.
A fly on the wall. They turned a cliché into reality. Now I
could both see and hear.
“Now what is it, Crane? Am I not paying you enough
again?”
“Not to get the crap kicked out of me, you’re not. You are
paying the medical bills, by the way,” Crane snapped.
“Medical bills? What are you talking about, I sent you to
follow one little girl,” Bonnrich protested.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, I don’t know
who she is, but that is not a meek mild Canadian college
dropout.”
“What do you mean? You looked it up, everything was
there, you saw the pictures for comparison.”
“Yeah, until I looked deeper; I went there and looked up
old microfiche of newspaper articles. The real Laura
Peddington died in the fire with her family at sixteen, eight
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years ago. I don’t know yet who you’re mixed up with, but
it’s not Laura Peddington. This woman flipped me over her
shoulder and kicked a gun out of my hand like it was nothing.
She barely flinched; you have a real tiger here. It’s no wonder
that cop friend of yours feared her.”
I watched a light dawn on Bonnrich, “Fucking shit, she
was right.”
“What do you mean, she was right?”
“Rea, she was right all along. That was, rather, that is,
Millie Willard.”
“Millie Willard?” Crane asked.
“Millie Willard, code name Skank. That was really her all
the time. They must have been fucking with me all along; I
should have realized that from the beginning. Those bastards,
those fucking bastards.”
“Code name?”
“Yes, Skank, don’t you remember? Washington, three
years ago, the assassin everyone was trying to stop?”
A look of realization crossed his face. His expression
changed from enlightenment, to fear, to anger.
“Hold on, are you telling me you have me harassing a
CIA assassin?” Bonnrich tried to speak but Crane cut him off
as his voice got louder. “What the hell, you definitely aren’t
paying me enough!”
“Hold on, Crane, ex-CIA. She’s out of the service now.”
“So, she really is just installing software now?”
“Greybeard!” Bonnrich mumbled to himself.
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“What?” Crane asked, puzzled.
“Nothing, thank you for your services. I won’t be needing
you anymore. And don’t worry, you will be paid and get a
handsome bonus.”
Crane stood up, “You better write me out a check right
now if I want to see that money.”
“I’m good for it.”
“She’s here,” Crane informed him.
“What?” Bonnrich questioned.
“Your ex mad assassin is here at the hotel across the
street. I saw her myself eating breakfast like it was just a
normal day at work.”
Bonnrich stood and turned to look out the window, but
Crane yanked him back down. “If you want to make yourself
a target at least write my check first.”
I sent a text to Tom, “Should I get out of here?”
“No, someone will pick up the launcher.”
“Okay,” I replied.
“We have three installs for you in the area: one this
morning, one this afternoon, and one in Boston tomorrow.”
“All this and work too,” I said.
“Just like a normal day at work.”
“Okay.”
I put the launcher back in its case but kept out the
interface so that I could continue to listen in. Bonnrich had
written out Crane’s check and Crane was leaving. There was
a knock on my door.
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“Yes?” I asked.
“Messenger service, you requested.”
“Oh yes,” I went to the door and opened it.
He handed me a case just like the one the launcher was in.
I gave him the launcher case and he was gone. Inside the new
case were all the equipment and details of the jobs that I was
to complete in the Framingham/Boston area.
When I got back to the window, Bonnrich was on the
phone. “Yes, I have reason to believe my life is in danger.”
“There is a woman stalking me. I have reason to believe
that she is an assassin and she is staying across from my
office building. She is going by the name Millicent Willard.
Look, this is Senator Thomas Bonnrich – that’s right, US
Senator, and I demand protection. I don’t care if you need to
search that entire hotel. Get someone here now.”
As much as I wanted to listen in, I had to look like I was
doing normal work. I turned off the phone app, then checked
in with Tom, “Still receiving?”
“Yup,” he texted back.
“:)” I replied.
Then I left for my install appointment. The place was a
small business not far away. It was a real install and they
seemed happy with the software and my professionalism.
When I got back to my hotel lobby the police were there
waiting for me. As I came walking in, I was surrounded by
several men in suits. “Are you Millicent Willard?”
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“Yes, why?” I asked.
“Can I see inside that briefcase?”
“No.”
“Ms. Willard, you could be in a lot of trouble, now let’s
look inside that case.”
“Who are you?” I asked them.
“Framingham PD, now I’ll ask you one more time, open
the case.”
“Why?”
“Open the case,” he demanded again.
“Do you have a warrant?”
“Just open the case and we’ll be on our way.”
“I’m not opening this case until you tell me why, or you
get a warrant.”
“Open it or you and the case will be coming with me
downtown,” he said.
“Am I being accused of some crime?”
“You’ve been accused of stalking someone,” the other
officer said.
“What, who?”
“Just open the case already,” he insisted.
“I have a right to know who my accuser is,” I persisted.
“I would still like to look inside that case.”
“And I would still like to know what’s going on,” I said.
The other man that was with him answered. “There is a
man with offices across the street that thinks you look like
someone who was stalking him. He believes you are out to
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kill him, but I think he is mistaken.”
“Does that mean I can go now?” I asked.
“Okay, we were up front with you, so what’s the harm in
letting us see what is in the case?” the first officer said.
I put the case on the back of one of the couches in the
lobby and opened it up. “Okay?”
As the officer rummaged through the contents, he asked,
“What is it that you do, Miss Willard?”
“I work for Sage Net, we make network security software
for businesses. I’m here to clean server systems and install
protection software.”
“What’s this?”
“A network analyzer. See, USB port and network
connection. If a customer’s server is infected, it provides a
clean system to scan and clean the infected computer.”
“Come on, Sergeant, false alarm, let’s get going.”
The sergeant turned and left, then said to his partner, “We
don’t have time for these wild goose chases.”
By Sunday afternoon I was checked out and heading
home, when I got a call.
“Hello?”
“Hello Millie, this is Tom. We’ve been trying to track
down Rea Maitland and it seems that she’s dropped off the
grid. Is that normal for her?”
“What do you mean by dropped off the grid?”
“I mean nothing, no calls, no credit card use, no banking,
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no buying, no plane trips, nothing,” Tom explained.
“That is strange; it sounded like Bonnrich accused her of
misidentifying me on purpose, from his talk in his office,” I
said.
“We can confirm that they were staying in a Palm Springs
Resort hotel. The last known activity was her phoning a
friend to get her a plane ticket home. A ticket was purchased
for her, and she flew from Palm Springs to Hartford, but
that’s the last anyone has heard of her.”
“So, she got to Hartford?” I asked.
“That’s correct.”
“That doesn’t sound good. As far as I know she would be
more into getting revenge than hiding out.”
“I don’t know, this guy’s a powerful senator, she could be
afraid to cross him,” Tom continued.
“I suppose it’s possible, but I don’t see her getting to
Hartford and not showing up at home. Not unless something
else happened. What about Bonnrich, anything that points to
him calling her, or going after her?”
“We checked, he hired several PIs here in Massachusetts.
We assumed he was looking for you. However, he could have
been trying to find Maitland.”
“Several PIs? I only know of one here in Framingham. It
sounds like we are missing something.”
“That is what it sounds like to me, we’ll keep looking,”
Tom disconnected.
She called a friend, not her father? There was only one
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friend I could think of who she would call. That would be
Megan Fallow.
I called Tom back. “Millie, what’s up?” he answered.
“That friend that Rea called, was it Megan Fallow?”
“As a matter of fact, it was.”
“Did you talk to her?” I asked.
“No.”
“Do you have the number?”
“I’ll text it to you. What are you thinking?”
“Actually, I’m thinking I would like to know what Rea’s
state of mind was when she called.”
“Okay, let me know,” Tom said and then hung up.
I called the number before I really thought about what I
would say. “Megan,” was how she answered the phone.
“Megan, this is Millie Willard.”
“Who?”
“Skank, remember?”
“What do you want?” she demanded.
“I just want to know if Rea ever made it home after she
came to visit me.”
“What the hell for, why can’t you leave her alone? It’s not
high school anymore.”
“Look, I just heard that the politician she was with
dumped her,” I answered.
“Dumped her, the bastard. She was a mess; she just
wanted to get back home.”
“She didn’t say anything about trying to get back at the

146

guy, did she?” I asked.
“No, what are you saying, did something happen to the
senator?” she responded.
“No, but I think something happened to Rea.”
“Why do you care?” she snapped.
“Like you said, it’s not high school anymore. Did you
hear from her after she got back to Connecticut?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“Because I’m getting asked about it,” I lied.
“Why, are you going after her? Wait, you said she came
to visit you in prison?”
“Yes, why?”
“Because she said that someone sent a picture that
convinced that guy Bonnrich that it wasn’t you in the cell. So,
you’re saying she did actually meet with you?”
“Yes, she did, someone lied to Bonnrich,” I informed her.
“And you say she arrived in Hartford?” she asked me.
“That’s what I was told. So, you didn’t talk to her after
she got home?”
“No, like I said, she was a mess, why am I telling you
this?” Megan said.
“Give me a break, Megan, I’m not holding a grudge, I
was told that she’s disappeared.”
“You didn’t talk to her father, did you?” she asked.
“No, I haven’t, yet, I just thought it was strange that she
called you and not him.”
“She was too embarrassed to call him, said she didn’t
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want him to know.”
“All I know is that no one has heard from her since she
called you,” I informed her.
“So, are you still in prison?”
“No.”
“Don’t you call her father, I’ll talk to him,” she hung up.
My phone rang, “Hello, Millie, it’s Tom, we have a lead,
where are you?”
“I’m heading home, what lead?”
“Are you up for going to East Hartford tonight?” he said.
“If it’s about Rea,” I answered.
“Could be, I’ll text you the details.”
“Okay,” he disconnected.
I was standing in the morgue in East Hartford,
Connecticut, looking down on the death disfigured face of
Rea Maitland. “That’s her,” I confirmed, “That’s Rea
Maitland.” Should I be happy? Should I jump for joy that she
was dead? I wasn’t, I couldn’t hold back the tears. If this was
the result of Dr. Grey’s new toy, I may as well have been
shooting people.
I walked out of the room, sat down in the nearest chair out
in the hall, and put my head in my hands. There was no way
that I could convince myself that this wasn’t my fault. The
detective that was with me followed me out.
“What happened?” I asked.
“Strangled, and her body dumped in Meshomasic State
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Park.”
“How did you find her?”
“Someone tracked the GPS history from the car she
rented,” he said.
“So, whoever killed her drove her rental car to dump the
body?” I queried.
“Then the car was found in New London.”
“Any leads as to who did it?”
“It looked to be a professional job,” he answered.
“Did you call her father yet?”
Just then, Officer Hugh Maitland came through the door,
treading forcefully down the hallway. His face turned sour
when he saw me. “You! You killed her, didn’t you, you killed
my daughter, I swear you will...”
“Officer Maitland, it was Miss Willard here who alerted
us to do the investigation.”
“Of course, she knew exactly what happened, she killed
her.”
“I assure you Officer Maitland, Ms. Willard could not
have killed your daughter.”
He turned to me, “You were supposed to be in prison.”
“I was released,” I answered.
“She told me that you were coming after her, now she’s
dead.”
“That was a lie; someone was messing with Senator
Bonnrich’s head to try to discredit him.”
“I knew that guy was trouble, and I told her over and over
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not to get involved with him,” Hugh said.
“So, Ms. Willard, how did you get the GPS information?”
the East Hartford detective asked.
“It wasn’t me, I still have friends in the CIA, I asked them
to see if they could find her.”
“What friends?” Maitland demanded.
“I can’t tell you that, they were just doing me a favor,
okay, they got the information, isn’t that enough?” I replied.
“Why are you doing this, you hated her!”
“Because this Bonnrich guy hired a private detective who
tried to kidnap me. I thought maybe he did the same to her.”
“So, what are you thinking, the senator had something to
do with this?” The detective asked.
“Or the person who was trying to discredit him,” I
answered.
“Do you really think a US Senator would have her
murdered?” Maitland spat.
“He threw her out of their hotel room naked, so it sounds
like he was pretty upset.”
“Where did you hear that?” Maitland demanded.
“It was in the news.”
“And how did you find that out?” the detective asked. I
just looked at him. “Friends in the CIA,” he answered his
own question.
“Let me see her.” Maitland barked. The detective showed
him through the double doors into the morgue. Even though
they closed behind him, I could still hear him weeping. I
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remembered all the times I wanted to kill her myself; now she
was dead and I just felt sick.
I drove back to Worcester, Massachusetts and got there at
1 AM. However, even on the way back I got a call and was
grilled by Tom Herne wanting to know what I told the police.
I relayed my story as best that I could remember.
“That’s good, we can live with that,” he disconnected.
I didn’t even bother to get undressed, just flopped onto
the bed and stared at the ceiling. What did he mean by “We
can live with that.”
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Chapter 15:
I woke up about 7 AM to the sound of arguing coming
from outside; I got up and went outside. There was a hairy
man in a muscle shirt screaming at Belinda, with her friends
just standing there watching it happen. The man hauled off
and punched her in the face, snapping her head around and
causing blood to flow from her mouth. He was about to punch
her again when I yelled.
“Hey what do you think you’re doing?”
“Stay out of this, bitch,” he yelled.
“Or what, big man?”
“I’ll fuck up that little face of yours.” He came at me
ready to start hitting; a kick to the jaw sent him backwards.
“You little bitch,” the man yelled and came at me again,
this time with a knife. I kicked his hand, sending the knife
towards his face, forcing him to drop it.
“Millie!” Belinda screamed.
“You’ll pay for that, bitch!” the man screamed and
stalked back to his truck and left.
“No, Bobby, don’t go,” Belinda said as she followed after
him, but couldn’t catch him before he was out of the parking
lot. I started going after her.
Tina grabbed me, “I don’t think you should have done
that.” She went past me to Belinda, and I followed.
“I can take her to urgent care,” I said.
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“Just get out of here, you’ve done enough,” Tina snapped
at me.
I just looked at her in disbelief.
At work it was just before 10:00 when I got called down
to the lobby. A man in a suit was there waiting for me, he
handed me an envelope and said, “You have been served,”
and left.
The letter indicated that I was being sued for assaulting
not just one, but two people, Belinda Joy Donaldson and
Robert Raymond Dolan. I knew I was supposed to be
completely furious at this point, but instead I was in a semi
catatonic state of shock. I did not get this normal life thing at
all. I wandered into Megan’s office.
“Hi Megan, sorry, but I need the rest of the day to deal
with this.” I showed her the letter. She started reading and
gave me a dirty look. “I did not assault Belinda, I was trying
to defend her from that Dolan guy, he came after me and I
kicked him, twice.”
“Maybe you’ll learn to mind your own business after this.
But we do have a lawyer on retainer. I’ll see what he can do.”
“Thanks,” I said.
Just before lunch I was called to the staff conference
room. Seated at the table was a youngish man in a dark suit
wearing way too much cologne.
The man said, “I’m Rowan Hall, I’ll be your attorney.”
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“Hi, I hope you can sort this out, because this man is
clearly lying, he is the one who punched Belinda then
attacked me when I tried to help her.”
“Were there any witnesses?” he asked.
“There was Belinda herself, and two of her friends.”
“According to the statement, Belinda’s testimony agrees
with Robert’s that you hit her, then Robert when he tried to
defend her.”
“What! That’s crazy, unless Robert is forcing her to
testify in his favor.”
“If you can give me names and numbers I can have my
people follow up.”
I gave him the information that he wanted and he assured
me that he would get to the bottom of it. Somehow that did
not give me a lot of confidence, so when I got back to my
cube, I called Cali to vent.
“I don’t get it, people just let this stuff happen, and maybe
they deserve what they get,” I complained.
“People who are constantly bullied find it very difficult to
stand up for themselves,” Cali answered.
“Didn’t we go half way around the world to stop bullies?”
I said.
“Well, maybe we were in the wrong place then. I think we
are in the right place now. Just in case, let me check into this
guy Robert Raymond Dolan, see what comes up.”
“Thanks, if you find out he’s a red dot; let me be the one
to take him out, okay?”
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“Sure thing,” Cali said before disconnecting.
Two hours later I was at work in my cube staring at the
monitors spewing unreadable text as the hunter computers
went through their diagnostics. “Hey Millie,” Courtney said,
“some people are here in the customer conference room to see
you.” I walked out with her and couldn’t believe it when I
saw Belinda and her friends sitting in the conference room.
Belinda was in a neck brace and the whole side of her
face was swollen. So much so that she couldn’t speak, so her
friends were there to speak for her.
“Why are you doing this to us, Millie?” Tina said.
“What?” I guess it was a little too much to ask for a thank
you, but this? “Doing what, standing up for your friend
Belinda, telling the truth?”
“You have no idea what kind of trouble you’re causing all
of us.”
“What kind of trouble I’m causing you? They’re saying
that I hit Belinda and attacked Robert when he tried to defend
her. Are you going to tell me that’s what you saw?”
“Your lawyer is going to make us testify against Bobby,”
Tina protested.
“So, your point is…?”
“So, if we say what really happened, he’ll come after all
of us,” Tina sputtered.
“Does he, like, own the whole town or something?” I
asked, in total dismay.
“You were in the Army and stuff so you don’t understand
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how it works here, but here it’s best if you just stay low and
keep your mouth shut,” Deloris said.
“You know what? I was in the Army supporting Special
Forces; I’ve seen guys risk their lives to protect those rights
and freedoms that you are so eager to give away. So, if you
have to fight a little, then good for you.”
“That’s men, we’re just women, what can we do?”
“I watched a woman die defending your rights, don’t you
dare tell me you’re just women and you can’t do anything.
Why did you tell them that I hit you?”
“Don’t talk to Belinda like that,” Stacy demanded. “You
are being way too hard on her, look at her, she’s hurt and she
feels bad enough already, just drop it, let it go. “
“And say what? That I hit Belinda? No, that’s not going
to happen.”
“Then we are all going to testify that you kicked her and
Bobby; what are you going to do then?” Tina asked.
“And if we get other witnesses that testify differently, are
you willing to go to jail for perjury?”
“You would do that to us? We came as friends and here
you are stabbing us in the back.”
“Friends, yeah, and I trusted you! Get out, if that’s who
you are, get out, but you better figure out what you’re going
to do, not just to keep yourself out of jail, but to get your lives
back.” They stood and left.
I’m not sure where all that came from; I think it had more
to do with me being mad at myself than them. I should be
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following my own advice. Here I was, the one who took an
oath to uphold the Constitution of the United States. If the
military really took that oath seriously, we would be attacking
Wall Street, because they destroyed the Constitution years
ago; but not only were we sitting and watching it happen, we
were helping them do it. I put my head down on the desk.
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Chapter 16:
My phone rang, “We have a critical target,” Cali said. A
satellite map was projected on the hunter computer screen,
with a moving blip. “We are 99.7% sure that the men in this
vehicle are on their way to meet up with their partners to
carry out terrorist activity. We do not know, at this time,
exactly what it is that they are planning. All we know is that
they showed as a high probability of terrorist activity.”
“Here is the plan, Millie: take a bug, and follow them.
The vehicle is new enough that we can interrupt the operation
from here. Once they are disabled, you stop and render
assistance; plant the bug, in other words. They should be less
suspicious of a woman. We will be in constant
communication. We are very sure that they are heading to
New York City. However, we will give you minute by minute
updates so you will be able to track them. When you stop and
get close, you can use the phone app that you used to relocate
the bug to enable it. No need for the launcher, just make sure
that the bug case is open. However, make sure that you do not
stay with them too long. We want them to get in touch with
their contact after the bug is planted. That is why it is
imperative that you intercept them as quickly as possible.
You need to be very close behind them when they are
disabled, so tell us when you are ready.”
I passed by Megan’s office to let her know that I was
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going out on a call. “It’s not that I don’t admire your
incentive, being out all weekend picking up customers, but
don’t think I don’t know you have some weird shit going on,”
she said. I just smiled, you have no idea.
I was heading west on I-90. “Stay with them,” I heard
Tom’s voice in my ear. I could see the car up ahead; he
changed lanes a little erratically, forcing the car in front of me
to pull out and pass. “Be ready. Now!” Tom said in my ear.
Their vehicle slowed quicker than I expected. I almost rear
ended them as they went to the shoulder, and I had to go by
them to keep from hitting them. No problem, I could
improvise. I swerved in front of them onto the shoulder and
stopped.
I was out of the car in an instant, with my phone and the
bug. “What the hell was that,” I yelled. “Were you trying to
kill me or something?” I said as the driver rolled down the
window and I was staring into the face of my old reporter
friend, Brent Sanger. His eyes went wide and his face went
white. “Not you again!” he shouted. “Something tells me this
meeting is not by accident.”
“What’s going on?” Tom asked frantically.
Brent was too close for me to answer, “Mr. Sanger.” I
looked inside the SUV, “and Mr. Grimes. What are you guys
up to?”
“What the hell!” Brent Sanger yelled back. “I told you
this wasn’t going to work,” he said to Todd.
“What the hell, Millie, what’s going on?” Tom was
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yelling in my ear.
“What’s not going to work?” I asked Todd.
“Shut up, Todd,” Brent said.
“You guys aren’t trying to get yourselves killed again, are
you?” I asked, out loud, and then whispered in his ear. “You
should take the rest of the day off.” He got a funny look on
his face and looked over at Todd with a panicked look.
“What going on, Millie?” Now it was Dr. Grey being
insistent in my ear.
I moved away from the SUV, to answer Dr. Grey,
pretending to use my phone. “I know these people, they are
not terrorists, they’re reporters.”
“I don’t understand it,” Dr. Grey said. “Release the bug
anyway, something is wrong here.”
I came back to the window. “Just get out of here, Millie,
you’ve got nothing on us, so you can’t keep us here.”
“Okay, guys.” I made like I was taking their picture with
my phone; they did what I wanted and hid their faces as I
released the bug. “I’m going, but, you know I won’t always
be around to save your asses. Call for a tow and take the rest
of the day off.”
“Just get out!”
“I’m going, I’m going.” I walked away and got into my
car, started it up and pulled onto the highway.
“What the hell was that?” Tom asked.
“I know those people,” I said, “and they are not
terrorists.”
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“Who are they, then?”
“Freelance reporters, Todd Grimes and Brent Sanger.”
“They sure patterned like they are terrorists,” Dr. Grey
said. “But you did good releasing the bug. Turn around at the
next exit and come back home, we’ll talk about this when you
get back. Oh, and put your phone on speaker if you want to
listen in.” I did.
Brent was complaining as usual. “What the hell was that
all about? Something’s going on, I just know it. Didn’t you
notice she was wearing an earwig? She was on a mission, and
this was not an accident.”
“But didn’t you see her face; she wasn’t expecting to see
us in the car. She was as surprised as we were,” Todd
answered.
“I think our friend at MIT was just compromised and he
probably gave us up, so they may not have had time to fill her
in on all the details.”
“What are you saying, why would the CIA be involved in
a case involving an angry day trader?”
“Why indeed, seems like someone has a lot more to hide
than we thought,” Brent said.
“Either that or this little Trojan that Borden gave us is a
lot more than a simple back door to collect data,” Todd said.
“Either way, this suddenly got a lot bigger than
manipulating a few stocks,” Brent said.
“And a whole lot scarier – oh shit, that’s what that was
about.”
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“What?”
“Take the rest of the day off, I won’t always be around to
save your asses. She was trying to warn us,” Todd said.
“Since when does the CIA just give warnings?”
“Not necessarily the CIA, maybe just her.”
“Yeah right.”
“I think deep down in there somewhere she kind of likes
us.”
“What, do you have a thing for her or something?”
“No.”
“Yes, you do, don’t you?” Brent teased Todd. “She’s not
that pretty.”
“She doesn’t look that bad either,” Todd said.
“Are you sure you want to go out with someone who
could kill you with a paperclip?”
“I think you are misjudging her.”
“Maybe so, but I’m not going to start trusting the people
she works for,” Brent said.
“Yeah well, speaking of trust, I think we should get this
Trojan checked out before we give it to Lloyd to plant, just in
case.”
“I hate to say this, but you have a point. But we better call
our friends in New York and let them know it’s off for
today.”
“I know a guy at Princeton who could check it out. I think
it would be best if we stayed away from MIT for a while,”
Todd said.
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Brent was on the phone, “Hey it’s us, we’re having car
trouble.”
“What is it about no calls that you don’t understand?” The
guy was on speaker.
“Car trouble, we won’t make it down there before
closing.”
“Fucking shit guys; we’re going to lose a week now. I
need those bots planted. Do you know how hard I worked to
get you an appointment with...”? The line went dead.
“Hey!” I said, “What happened, did we lose them?” Still
nothing, could have been just a dropped call. I redialed Tom.
“Hello?”
“Hey, what happened, did we lose the bug?”
“No worries Millie, go home, we’ll talk about your
friends later.”
On my way back to Worcester and Sage, I got a call from
my lawyer, who wanted to meet me in his office downtown.
Rowan led me into his office, which was a converted
study in his Victorian house. “I hope you didn’t call me in
here to tell me that I haven’t got a chance?”
“No, on the contrary, you have some pretty powerful
friends with some heavy duty investigating powers. Look at
this. There were five domestic disturbance cases against
Bobby Dolan in the last two years. In each case the charges
were dropped, when Belinda Donaldson recanted.”
“I don’t find that hard to believe.”
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“Yes; as for her friends, we’ll talk about them later,” he
continued. “There was also a case where he was a person of
interest in a liquor store break in, but there was insufficient
evidence at that time.”
“Okay, I don’t find any of this too difficult to believe,
however, I’m not sure of the relevance.”
“Neither do I, and to be honest I don’t want to know, but
it seems as soon as the liquor store thing came up Mr. Dolan
dropped the case against you.”
“Okay, now I can speculate.”
“Don’t say any more, because I don’t want to have to
charge anyone with blackmail. Suffice it to say that the case
against you has been dropped.”
“Thank you, Mr. Hall. It’s just too bad that the lives of
women aren’t worth the cost of a few cases of booze.”
“I don’t make these rules, I just carry them out.” He
showed me to the door.
Back at home in the apartment complex, I knocked on
Belinda’s door; she was there with Stacy and Tina.
“Hi,” I said when Tina opened the door.
“Oh, it’s you.”
“Yes, it’s me, I just wanted to tell you that you will not
have to testify, the case has been dropped.”
“Okay,” Tina said.
“And I want to say that I’m sorry,” I continued, as Tina
opened the door wider and motioned me in; the women were
staring up at me. “You were right,” I said. “I don’t know how
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it works around here. If it were not for the fact that I have
important friends, I would not be getting justice either. It
seems that as much as I don’t like it and they keep telling us
otherwise, justice is only for the important, rich and
connected.”
“So, then it’s your fault that Bobby is moving back to
Iowa,” Belinda said. I was a little surprised that she was
talking.
“I didn’t hear about that, but that sounds like a good
thing.”
“What am I going to do without him,” Belinda sighed.
“I’m sure you can get a much better man than that,” I said
to her.
“Bobby wasn’t a bad man,” she snapped.
“Six abuse cases in the past two years seems like a bad
man to me.”
“That wasn’t really him, just… things get to him and he
gets carried away.”
I looked to her friends, Stacy and Tina, but they avoided
eye contact. “Getting frustrated, even punching the occasional
wall, is one thing, but hitting you? No Belinda, I think that
was really him and he really was that bad. You’re worth more
than that, Bee.” I turned to her friends. “I think we should get
Bee a makeover and spa treatment, because I’m sure she can
find someone a lot better than Bobby.”
“I think that’s a great idea,” Tina said. “We should all go
to that spa downtown.”
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“I’m buying,” I said, having no clue as to how expensive
this was going to be.
“I can’t go like this,” Bee said.
“Sure you can,” Stacy said. “We are declaring to the
world Belinda’s victory over oppression and dependence.”
“And from now on, my personal dating advice is that you
should not date anyone you can’t kick the shit out of, should
the need arise,” I said. Tina started laughing and even Bee
cracked a smile.
“Easy for you to say, Millie, where did you learn that
stuff anyway?” Stacy said.
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Chapter 17:
I’m not really into the whole makeup thing, but Belinda
was very pleased with her makeover. Hopefully it would give
her the confidence she needed to get away from men like that
last loser she was with. Of course, I did not come away
unscathed. I did get a new hairstyle and some new clothes
that included a new black A-line skirt, tank top and jacket,
that I thought were a little more businesslike.
The next day at work, however, Megan didn’t think so.
“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing this time?” I asked.
“Oh nothing, if you were going to a goth party.”
“If you think I’m going to start buying my clothes at The
Shrink Wrap Penguin or wherever it is you get that stuff
you’ve got on, think again.”
“I’ll have you know that this is a $1,400 dress from one of
the hottest business fashion outlets in Boston.”
“I hope for that price they included the heat gun used to
apply it.”
“You are coming very close to insubordination, little
girl.” Megan said as she walked away.
Once I calmed down enough to not break things, I started
my own investigation into Mr. Grimes and Mr. Sanger. Let’s
see who they called. I put them into my search parameters,
and looked up calls, and the time the call was made. Brent
Sanger’s phone made a call to a Lloyd Paul, a financial
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analyst for Hast & Stricton. They weren’t terrorists; they were
investigating Hast & Stricton. That was the piece of
information that my keepers didn’t want me to know. What
was it that Grey said? “Anyone who endangers them.” I got
that little lump of fear in my stomach. This was not good; a
nagging realization crowded in on me. Dr. Grey had to know
who they had me bug, and he had to know that I knew them.
So, this was not an accident. Not only was he watching Hast
& Stricton’s ass, but he was testing me also. The implication
was clear: I was also a target.
My search was no longer idle curiosity. I looked up all the
people Grimes and Sanger interfaced with in the Boston area.
There were six besides Mr. Paul, but only two of them were
recent; Gregory Swain of Maynard and Borden Pyle at MIT.
Swain was a day trader and Pyle was an MIT computer
science grad student. The picture became dangerously clear.
I knew that Hast & Stricton were the ones that Dr. Grey
talked about in his “able to make the tough decisions” lecture.
I knew that Grimes and Sanger were on their way to plant a
Trojan in the Hast & Stricton system. A flash drive was a
good way to bypass the H&S firewall. Therefore, it was a
good bet that Todd and Brent were investigating H&S, most
likely after shady financial dealings. My guess was that there
were a lot of things that H&S would not want to be public
knowledge, and therefore would do whatever was necessary
to make sure that it didn’t happen. I also knew that I didn’t
want to be the one to do what they thought was necessary.
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Sanger currently had an address in White Plains, and a new
Hyundai Santa Fe that was at the dealer for service.
I told Megan that I was going on a call, but went home to
change into my grunge clothes. I wanted to make this look
like a personal call. I called the Hyundai of White Plains
service department.
“Hi, this is Melissa Sanger, I’m looking for my brother
Brent, is he there waiting for his car to be ready?” I was put
on hold for a minute, and then a man came on.
“Miss, this is Hank from service, your brother is not
here.” Hank seemed annoyed. “We told him that it would take
all day. I told him we’ll call.”
“I’m sorry sir, my brother doesn’t tell me much about
what he does or where he goes, and he’s not answering my
texts, again. I just knew he was taking his car in, I thought he
might be there.”
The man softened his tone. “Sorry miss, he just kept
bugging us about it. I told him it wouldn’t be ready until five
tonight. You might try back then.”
“Thank you,” I said before he hung up.
I took the bug receiver from the field kit; I couldn’t use it
to listen without the phone app, but I could tell the bug to
detach and shut down. Then I looked in on Bee and Tina.
Bee’s makeover seemed to do her a world of good; they were
together talking about boys and asked me if I wanted to go
along on their trolling expedition. I declined and instead
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talked them into taking me to the rent-a-wreck place on Haver
Street. In the process, I kind of accidentally left my phone in
Tina’s car under the front seat when I was getting out.
I asked the rent-a-wreck people for whatever car they had
that they thought would make the 150 mile trip to White
Plains at highway speeds. They gave me a 1998 Dodge Neon,
which I had to put down a hefty cash deposit for, because I
was not using a credit card. The car performed quite well, and
I made it to the White Plains Hyundai dealership by 4:30. I
wandered around the lot like I was interested in buying, to
verify that Brent’s red Santa Fe was on the lot completed and
awaiting pickup. Business must have been good, because
although they watched the grunge girl like a hawk, no one
came out to talk me into buying.
Somehow, I missed them coming in, but I heard Brent’s
familiar voice arguing with the cashier.
“What do you mean; I told it to shut down? I did nothing
of the kind!”
“I can have you talk to the mechanic if you’d like, Mr.
Sanger, but it says here that it received a stolen vehicle shut
off from you.” I looked at the receiver indicating that the bug
was still operational; I told it to detach and turn off.
“That’s okay; I think it was my fault,” I said, as the Lane
Bryant supermodel behind the counter gave me a suspicious
look. “Hi guys, anyplace we can talk?”
“What the fuck!” Brent replied.
“Hey, language,” I scolded him.
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“How do you always know where we are?”
I picked up the inactive bug from the counter and showed
it to him.
“A cockroach told you?” Brent asked sarcastically.
I walked away from the counter and said, “No, but you
may want to hear what I have to say.”
Brent took his keys and followed me. “You caused me
enough trouble. I don’t think I want any more.” He started to
walk away towards his car.
“You were right; I did not know it was you, even though
my bosses did. They won’t tell me why they are tracking you,
but I’m pretty sure it has something to do with your friends
Swain and Pyle and the Trojan you planned to release in the
Hast & Stricton head office.”
“What the hell?” Brent exclaimed. “How do you know all
that?”
“I think you should take a closer look at this,” I said, and
held out the bug.
Brent looked down in my hand. He got out a penlight
from his pocket and poked at it.
“What the hell, it’s mechanical.”
“That was the reason I stopped you.”
“You planted a bug and were listening to us?”
“Until my boss cut me off,” I explained.
Brent said, “Your boss doesn’t know you’re here, does
he?”
“If he finds out he will probably kill me,” I answered.
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“You don’t have to trust me, just listen and decide.”
“So, if your boss cut you off, how do you know about
Swain and Pyle?”
“Because you made a call from your car that I could
track,” I replied.
“That was a burn phone.”
“You guys really think that works? Listen, I knew you
were trying to plant a bot in Hast & Stricton’s financial
systems. What was it supposed to do?”
“Why should I tell you?” Brent objected.
“Because you two came up in a big way on my boss’s
radar and I don’t think you want that kind of attention.”
“What, freedom of the press is dead?” Brent spat.
“Reporting the news is very different from making the
news,” I informed him.
“What are you saying?”
“How much do you really know about Borden Pyle? And
are you sure that the bot is only for gathering data?” I
pressed.
“Just tell me,” Brent said in his matter of fact voice,
“Why are you here? And why should I believe anything you
say?”
“Honestly, I’m here because I don’t want to have to
decide between killing you and killing myself. Okay? Is that
plain enough for you?”
“What!” Brent yelled. There must have been something in
my expression that caused his anger to turn to concern.
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“You’re not kidding, are you?” he said, looking me straight in
the eye.
“No,” I said, “I’m not.”
Brent leaned against his car, stunned, and blew out a long
breath. “How can things have gotten so crazy?”
“Believe me; you have no idea how crazy. But first, I
think that Doctor Pyle has more in mind than just getting a
story. Otherwise he wouldn’t have been at the top of the
terrorist priority list.”
“Terrorist! Just for figuring out that the stock market is
rigged?” Brent exclaimed.
“That’s it?” I asked.
“What do you mean that’s it? Isn’t that enough?”
“I hate to tell you this, guys, but everybody knows that
already,” I told him.
“No, I’m not talking about that 60 Minutes thing; I’m
talking about Hast & Stricton setting up thousands if not
hundreds of thousands of bot traders that work together to
control prices. They can help who they want to help and bury
who they want to bury, and you think that’s not news?”
“Okay, yes, I get it, it should be news to the average
American, however, I don’t think that gets you a reservation
at GITMO.”
“Not even if H&S doesn’t want people to know what they
are doing?” Brent asked.
“I’m sure they don’t, but think of it this way. Everyone
knows that the country is really run by big corporations, even

173

if no one talks about it. Everyone knows that most of the
wealth is controlled by 1% of the population, even if no one
wants to admit it. Therefore, if it comes out that the stock
market is controlled by that same 1%, it may raise an
eyebrow, but it won’t cause much jumping out of windows.
So, they may not like it, but it is not going to mobilize a
military response. The place where you guys occupy has its
own Def-Con level – so you tell me, how well do you really
know Borden Pyle and Gregory Swain? Are you sure you’re
not being set up?”
“We found them, they didn’t find us,” Brent answered.
“I’ve recently learned that isn’t necessarily proof of
innocence,” I said.
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that there may be scarier monsters in the
closet than manipulating the stock market.”
“Maybe we should be interviewing you?” Brent
sarcastically asked.
“If any of us are alive next week, maybe you should,” I
replied. The lights on the service department began to go out.
“I’ve got to be going.” I said. I gave Brent one of my Sage
cards. “That number works if you want to talk to me, but it’s
not secure.”
I started walking towards my rented car, then turned back;
“The rigged stock market is not the big story here, so please,
think about what you guys are doing, because I may not be
the one they tag to take you out.”
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Chapter 18:
It was just before 8 pm by the time I got back to my
apartment, and knocked on Tina’s door in the hopes of
retrieving my phone. She didn’t look happy when she
answered the door. “You dropped your phone in my car. You
better call someone back; it’s been ringing every few minutes
for the last half hour.”
“Sorry about that,” I said, and looked at my missed calls.
It was Tom Herne from Sage HQ. “Oh shit, I think I’m in
trouble.” Even with all my best efforts, I’m sure they knew
where I’d been.
I started back towards my place and called Tom Herne
back. “Millie, what’s going on, where have you been?”
“Sorry, I dropped my phone in a friend’s car.”
“We have an emergency, you need to meet with some
people at the South Shore Plaza Shopping Mall in South
Boston, next to the Macy’s entrance. I’ll tell them you’ll be
there by 9:30; they are in a black van. I believe you’ll
recognize Dr. Wallace Grummond. Get going, this is very
important.”
“Yes sir,” I answered.
Tina was still watching me from her doorway. “I’m in big
trouble,” I told her. The route was already programmed into
my GPS app. According to it, the trip should take an hour and
five minutes, so I had about ten minutes to spare. Not enough

176

time to change and allow for any unfortunate circumstances.
I made it to the Macy’s entrance to the mall in time. The
black van was already there. I pulled up, got out and headed
for the van; before I got there, Dr. Grummond was out and
headed towards me. “Dr. Grummond, so nice to see you
again.”
“Dr. Grummond, is it? I’m crushed.”
“Willy, I didn’t want to seem too informal if people were
watching.”
“Who cares if people are watching?” He gave me a big
hug, picking me up off the ground. I wrapped my legs around
his waist, and gave him a big open mouth kiss.
“I take it you two know each other,” A tall man, with
wavy blond hair said.
The kiss lasted a bit longer; I stared into Willy’s eyes,
smiling, for a few seconds more, and then answered, “Yeah,
we’ve met.” I released him and he set me back down.
“Come on, I want you to meet the team,” Willy said.
“This is Michael McCourt,” Grummond pointed to the
blond guy, “he’s our all-around fixer. This is Sam Pritchard,
our fearless leader.” He pointed out an older, dark haired
man.
“So, what’s the emergency?” I asked.
“Yes, we have a situation,” Sam answered. “Dr.
Grummond, if you can show Ms. Willard your device, and
get her familiar with it, we can get things moving.”
“Oh yes,” Willy said. “Come, Millie.” Wallace
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Grummond led me to the van and pulled out a case; inside
was something that looked like a double barrel light saber on
a stick. “This is an infrared laser. Not really all that useful for
most things, but one thing that it does very well is set off
explosives from a great distance.” Dr. Grummond showed me
the sight and the rangefinder while explaining the operation.
“I’m assuming this means that we have an unexploded
bomb somewhere near here that you want me to detonate.”
“Something like that,” Willy said.
“Actually, the bomb has not yet arrived. If our
intelligence is correct, it should be arriving at a vacant lot just
south of the Naval Reserve Center, off Sea Street, at about
11:30 tonight.”
“So, the bomber’s target is the reserve center?”
“No, the final target is much worse,” Michael said. “This
place is the staging area where the bomb will be assembled.
What we want you to do is detonate the explosive while it is
still in the maker’s hands.”
“I guess that will discourage them from trying again,” I
said.
“That is what we are hoping for. The critical time will be
between when the explosives arrive, and when they go inside
the shed on the property to create the bomb. In the raw state,
before the bomb is packed, it will be less powerful. It should
take care of the makers but not cause too much damage to the
surrounding area. We have found you a vantage point about
eight hundred yards from the staging area where we’re
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hoping you can make the shot,” Sam Pritchard said.
“Remember, this is a laser, so it is a straight line shot;
there is no need to account for trajectory or windage,” Willy
said.
“I think it should be doable,” I answered.
“Eight hundred yards should be far enough that you won’t
be affected. However, as soon as the explosion occurs, I
would recommend that you get out of there as quickly as
possible,” Michael said.
After the meet and greet, the quick course on laser
operation and the planning session, the rest of my new-found
team went off home, leaving me alone to carry out the deed.
My stakeout area was a small wooded lot behind a church,
also off Sea Street. They mapped a way north, through
residential streets, so that I would not have to go near the
target area. I found that I had to climb one of the trees to get a
good vantage point overlooking the target. My customers
arrived fifteen minutes earlier than the predicted time.
Two men got out of a white Ford pickup truck; one of
them was carrying a backpack. I ranged in on the bag, and
fired. Nothing happened. I grew a little panicky. Then the
other man was met by a third person. They peeled back a tarp
over the bed of the truck to reveal several large canisters. I
began to think that maybe the harmless poof that was
predicted could be a little off. I ranged for another shot, and
fired. The entire world lit up like day. I could see the shock
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wave flying across the water towards me, and knew I was not
nearly far enough away. The tree shook and I was so stunned,
I fell backwards out of the tree and onto the ground. I did not
hear myself hit, because I was completely deafened by the
noise of the blast. By the time I stood up and looked back at
ground zero eight hundred yards away, all I saw was a huge
fireball rising into the sky. The truck, the people, and the
metal storage shed that had been there before were
completely gone. There was no way that anyone in the greater
Boston area had not heard that blast. I retrieved Willy’s ray
gun, and put it back in the case. I started staggering towards
the car, still unable to hear a thing. I stumbled out of the
woods and into the church parking lot, scared to death that I
would never hear again. I was stopped by a man in a night
watchman’s uniform; he was saying something to me, but I
couldn’t hear what it was. I pointed back towards the woods,
“There was a big explosion,” I said.
He pointed at the case I was holding. I could read his lips
as he mouthed the words loudly.
“What’s in the case?” I think he was saying.
“It’s an oboe,” I lied. “I was trying to find a place to
practice where I wouldn’t disturb anyone. But there was a
huge explosion across the water. It knocked me down, now I
can’t hear.” He tried to catch me as I sank down and sat in the
church parking lot, “I can’t hear,” I said again; the crying and
the frustration was not an act.
I think he was trying to say, “Did you say across the
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water?” I put my hand to my ear. “Across the water?” he
exaggerated the words.
I nodded my head, looking up at him, and said, “Yes,
across the water, go look and see.” He got on his radio and
headed in the direction of the woods.
As soon as he was gone, I got up and headed for my car
and followed the route given to get back home.
Next morning, I saw that I had six missed calls, all from
the same number: Thomas Herne. I called him back.
“Millie, we were worried about you, why didn’t you call
back last night? What happened? The explosion is all over the
news, where were you?”
“Eight hundred yards was not nearly far enough away. I
didn’t call back last night because I couldn’t hear the phone
ring – I couldn’t hear anything. Did anyone else get hurt? I
think I took out the whole block.”
“No, there weren’t any reports of other injuries. They
believe there were two men in the blast zone; that should be
the people who were making the bomb, is that correct?”
“I counted three. Two came in the pickup truck and there
was a third man waiting for them at the site.”
“Yes, that agrees with our information; we were not sure
if all of them were going to be on site. It did take out a lot of
windows in the area, however, and it woke a lot of people
up.”
“No shit, the shockwave knocked me out of the tree I was
in, and I think I have some permanent hearing loss. I think
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Dr. Grey miscalculated the amount of explosives these guys
were dealing with.”
“Judging by the pictures of the scene on the news, I think
you are correct, but in truth that makes it that much more
important that you were able to neutralize them before they
had a chance to set the device.”
“Well, there may be another complication. A night
watchman saw me coming out of the woods after the
explosion.” I told him.
“Shit, what did he say?” Tom asked.
“I think he asked me what was in the case, I told him it
was an oboe, and then I told him about the explosion across
the water. I think he thought it was closer and was surprised
that it was all the way on the other side of the bay.”
“Did he believe you?” Tom asked.
“I think so, but if a picture of me comes up anywhere, he
could still recognize it.”
“Well, we can deal with that later; you better get to work
like it was a normal day,” he admonished.
Normal day, my ass, Miss Garment Gestapo is going to
see me in my native state, grunge and all.
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Chapter 19:
“Are those skulls on your skirt?” Megan demanded.
“Yeah, pretty cute huh?” I said.
“I have a new client for you but I can’t send you out like
this, and they need you right away, you don’t have time to
change.”
“Who said anything about changing? I tried your way and
you didn’t like it, so if I’m going to get yelled at for my
clothes I may as well wear what I want.”
“Are you trying to ruin the company?” Megan snipped.
“So, send Courtney.”
“They asked for you specifically.”
“Even after you explained that you have other agents that
look more professional?” I answered.
“They wanted you, here’s the address, now get going, I’ll
think of something to tell them, but don’t think you’re going
to get away with this.”
“Thank you,” I said, taking the paper.
As I turned to go she said, “I bet the Army never let you
get away with dressing like that. I honestly don’t know how
you keep your customers happy with that attitude.”
“It’s called results, I hear it’s kind of a big thing with
business types,” I answered. “Oh, and just so you know, they
did.”
“Who did?” Megan asked.
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“The Army, they let me get away with dressing like this.”
I could not find the company in the building with the
address that Megan listed, but there was the now familiar
black van parked out front. I went over to investigate,
knocking on the window; sure enough, Michael slid the door
open.
“How long were you guys going to watch me wander
around looking for an address that didn’t exist?” I asked.
“Just checking on your observation skills…” Michael
didn’t get a chance to finish before Willy Grummond was
squeezing past.
“Millie, are you okay? We saw the report on the news, it
looked much larger than our information estimated.”
“Yeah, eight hundred yards was not far enough, I think I
have permanent hearing loss.”
“Shit, guys, we fucked up, she got hurt,” he guided me to
a seat next to a skinny dark-haired girl in a Skate or Die tshirt.
“It wasn’t our fuckup, that information they gave us was
wrong,” the skate girl said.
“This is our new tech expert, Debbie Still,” Willy said.
“Debra Still,” she corrected him.
“And this is Millie Willard, one of the most extraordinary
people I’ve ever known.”
“Yeah, we know,” Debra said. “The most dangerous
woman in the world,” she added, a bit sarcastically. “She
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doesn’t look all that dangerous.”
“That’s the point,” I answered.
“Can we get to the point please?” Sam said.
“The point is,” Willy said, “if we want her to help us, we
need to be more careful.”
“I think we all need to be more careful,” Sam said. “That
means we can’t tell you where our information comes from
and no one can know about us.”
“I think they do now,” I said. “In fact, I think by now my
people are looking up to see what you had for breakfast.”
“Oatmeal,” Michael answered. “Why would that be
happening?”
“Because I told them about you,” I said.
“Great,” Debra rolled her eyes. “So, we’re fucked again.”
“Far as I know it was only once,” I said.
“She was talking about our last tech person,” Willy
answered.
“Anyway, we have a need for someone like you in our
organization,” Michael said.
“What exactly does that mean?” I asked.
“Wait a minute, why are you still talking to her, she
already screwed us!” Debra insisted. “You’re not still
planning on hiring her?”
“Just hold on, we’re on the same side here, I don’t think
it’s that bad,” Dr. Grummond said. “You can even keep your
Sage job, it makes a perfect cover.”
Sam made the timeout football sign. “I don’t think you
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guys are getting this; when she said, ‘her people,’ I don’t
think she was talking about Sage. Her Sage job is already a
cover.”
Everyone went silent and stared at me. “I have to be
careful,” I answered.
Dr. Grummond looked like the kid who just lost his new
GoPro drone in the mean neighbor’s yard, the one with the
big dog.
“Look guys, tell me what you need; maybe I can work it
out.”
“We need you,” Willy said. “I’ve seen your file on the
Washington incident. I mean the real file, not the public file.
You showed an amazing amount of courage and
resourcefulness in a very difficult and dangerous situation.
That’s the kind of person we need.”
“Look, Willy. I was lucky, random chance lucky. I didn’t
expect to live. I shouldn’t have lived. There is no guarantee
that I will ever be able to do that again.”
“There is never a guarantee for any of us,” Michael said.
Millie Willard, you dumb ass girl, I scolded myself. Willy
is in love with you, don’t you get it, and this is his way of
being close to you.
“Maybe…” I started saying as my phone rang. “I better
take this; I have a feeling I know who it is. Yes?”
“We considered it; I think there is some way we can work
things out,” Cali said.
“That was my boss,” I said. “She thinks we can work
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something out.”
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Chapter 20:
“I told you that you can’t be here. Do you know what
would happen if we were seen together?” Boswell exclaimed.
“That’s all on you, not my problem. Let me be clear, I
own you. Do you think you can stiff me the way you do
everyone else who works for you?” Stout countered.
Boswell barked out a laugh, “See this headline?
Thousands starving as aid supplies head for the black market.
That was me; I snap my fingers and change the world. Do
you really think that a gutter rat like you –” The tempered
glass window exploded into crumbs and Boswell pitched
forward onto the table then slid off to the floor.
I jumped at the sound of the exploding glass as I was
listening to last night’s recording from the device I planted
during yesterday’s operation. I looked up just in time to see
Megan motioning me into her office.
“So, let me get this straight…” she said. “You spent all
day with those guys and didn’t even make a sale?”
“They weren’t ready; they didn’t even have their servers
yet. I can’t install a firewall on something that doesn’t exist,”
I explained.
“Who cares about their computers? Paper, get their
signature on a piece of paper. Clearly you know nothing
about business.”
“So, all of those other clients I brought in don’t count?” I
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snipped.
“For an ex-Army brat and jail bird, you should be more
thankful you have a job.” She turned her attention to her
ringing phone, but added before answering, “Get me that
paper.”
I returned to my cube and the follow up on yesterday’s
mission. Thane Boswell, the man who was murdered, was the
CEO of one of the top health care organizations. Brian Stout,
the man who was with him in the office at the time, was an
arms dealer on the FBI most wanted list. He was currently
being held by the police for the murder. So why was an arms
dealer hanging out with a healthcare exec? Somewhere, there
was a not so nice story behind that scene.
“I wish you wouldn’t make her mad first thing in the
morning,” Courtney Miles said, as she stared down at me
from over the cube wall. “Because, when you take off on a
call, she takes it out on the rest of us while you’re gone.”
“Sorry, pissing her off is not something I’m trying to do.”
“Look at the way that you’re dressed,” she replied, as she
huffed away in her size 16 dress on her size 18 body.
I stood and shouted after her. “What? I didn’t even wear
the skirt with the skulls today.” She just gave me a dismissive
wave.
My phone chirped. It was Michael from the black van
crew. He sent me a text, saying that they needed my services
again. This time, he gave a Middletown Connecticut address.
I grabbed my field kit bag and headed out.
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“Bot-Ware needs me again,” I said as I walked past
Megan’s office.
“Remember Millie, signature on paper, don’t come back
without it.”
Don’t tempt me, I thought.
I got in the car and called my other boss. “Cali, Sam’s
people called again, they said they have need of me. I’m
assuming that you are okay with that?”
“Hey Millie; yes, go see what they want, let me know
what’s happening. Oh, and be careful what you tell them.
They do not know about Greybeard, or Dr. Grey,” Cali said,
just before clicking off.
The new address was in a three story brick building on
Main Street. The building looked to be in the late stages of
restoration, with the trappings of construction work still
scattered about the halls. The office area was on the third
floor. Willy Grummond greeted me at the door with a hug.
“Nice to see you, Millie,” he said.
The others were gathered around a makeshift sawhorse
and plywood table, except for Debra who was rattling away
on a keyboard. Michael motioned me over.
“Did you see the news this morning?” he asked me.
“Heath Core CEO murdered, or Kelly Kohl breaking up
with Bale Turner?” I asked.
“Neither, Zika vaccine goes missing,” he said.
“Okay, not good, but why is this a national security
issue?”
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“Because we believe that its part of a bigger picture, and
the dead CEO could be a part of it,” he answered.
“Are we talking weaponized virus, not just black-market
vaccine?” I asked.
“They want us to believe that this man,” he pushed a
picture over to me that showed a mid-thirties portly man with
a beard, “Is the one who stole the vaccine. According to right
wing sources, this man believes that the vaccine is really an
instrument in a leftist plot to turn us all into zombies.”
“Really? We’re going zombie hunting? Do I need silver
bullets or something?” I asked.
“That’s for werewolves,” Debra answered from her
keyboard.
“No, I don’t think this is about zombies.” Michael spread
another conservative article that indicated that the vaccine
was stolen by a well-funded leftwing group that was trying to
infect the southern states with the Zika virus because they
voted for Trump. “We believe that this second story was
fabricated by Thane Boswell, CEO of Health Core.”
“I’m sure you can see that the first story would hurt sales
of the vaccine. If Boswell could counter that story, it would
boost the sales of the vaccine,” Willy added.
“Okay I get that part, but I don’t see the connection to the
arms dealer and Boswell’s murder?” I said.
“That’s the part that really has us concerned. If it were
just a case of Boswell creating a false panic to boost sales,
that’s only one level of despicable, with no real threat to
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public safety. But if he wanted to increase the pot, shall we
say, he could have made a deal with this Stout character to
add a little fuel to the fire, by creating a more potent virus.
That is a whole new level of madness,” Michael said.
“I still think that Boswell had no plan to reintroduce the
virus, but only profit from the hysteria. I bet that Stout
thought that the threat was real and was trying to get his
hands on the virus for a possible sale. But at this point we do
not know where the vaccine is or if the virus is real,” Willy
said.
“In either case we must find the stolen vaccine, and find
out if there is really a threat to the public,” Michael said.
“That’s where you come in; we need you to get
surveillance inside Stout’s organization like you did with
Health Core,” Sam said.
“That’s all?” I asked, sarcastically.
“What are you worried about? You have the perfect
cover. Just get in and try to sell them some network security,
and plant the bug,” Michael said.
“I’m supposed to convince an arms trafficker that he
needs internet security? Can’t Miss Techie just hack into their
phones and record their conversations?”
“Hey there, danger girl, you want to try it? This isn’t that
easy,” Ms. Still shot back.
“Okay, I see that’s what she’s working on, and not having
much luck.”
“Fuck off,” Still snapped.
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“One of the things that I learned from a certain agency
that I used to work for, is that finding out who someone of
interest talked to was almost as important as finding out what
they said. Mind if I jack in? Or am I overstepping again?” I
asked Debra.
“Oh no, be my guest, danger girl, you seem to know
everything.” I pulled the tablet out of the field kit bag and
started it.
“With that? Really?” she snipped.
“You have some phone numbers?” She pulled up a list.
Starting with Boswell and Stout crossovers, I got a short list
of times they communicated. Using those times, I looked up
close chronology calls and got a list of names. I looked up the
names, who they were and what they did, then looked for
more crossovers.
“Any of these names in Stout’s list look familiar?” I asked
Sam.
“Shit yeah,” Sam said.
“Yes, this guy. We tangled with him before. On that
bioweapon sale,” Michael said, as he pointed to one name.
“The guy is a real asshole.”
“Look at this, these guys are all molecular bio people. So,
if they were fooling with the virus, these would be the people
who could do it,” Willy said.
“Just because Boswell talked to his science people,
doesn’t mean they are making a bioweapon,” Debra pointed
out.
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“True but…” I started to say.
“We have a winner.” Michael said. “Look here, this guy’s
a Health Core Chemist who talked to our weapons asshole.”
“Okay, let’s search on those two.” I entered their numbers
and looked for the links.
“They spoke again here,” I said.
“Just this morning it looks like,” Willy noticed.
“That can’t be good,” Michael said.
“Time to go to work guys, suit up,” Sam declared.
“Dr. Grummond, you and Millie go see Mr. Belshire the
chemist. I think Millie can persuade him to open up. The rest
of us will start tracking Pollard the asshole.”
Belshire had a home in Hamden only a half hour from
Middletown. Willy drove us out there.
“Looks like the Belshires have a little trip planned. Got
the minivan all loaded; looks like we’re just in time,” I said.
Willy parked in front of the house.
“It may be good if you block the driveway, we wouldn’t
want to get involved in a highspeed chase with a minivan full
of kids.”
“Oh yeah, right,” Willy answered. “I’m not used to this
sort of thing.”
“Yeah, I thought you’d be happier in a lab somewhere
than running around with these guys jumping off buildings
and such.”
“That’s what I was told – I’d be in a lab, that is. As it
turns out, people in this agency seem to wear more than one
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hat.”
I rang the doorbell. The door was yanked open. “What the
hell, is that your car blocking our driveway? I’d like you to
move it right now.”
“Sure, I can’t interest you in some girl scout cookies?” I
answered.
“No, I’m not; and you’re not really selling cookies, are
you?” Belshire accused.
“No, I’m with a different agency,” I said, and showed him
my CIA credentials.
“Listen, do whatever you want with me, just let my family
get out safely,” Belshire pleaded.
“Why the rush?” I asked.
“Some madman threatened my wife and children if I
don’t give him something.”
“Give him what?” I probed.
“I don’t have time for this,” he answered, as a car came
screeching into the cul-de-sac. I jumped over the step rail and
into the junipers that flanked the front door. The man in the
passenger seat opened up with a TEK 9, but lost his target as
the car sideswiped Willy’s car. I took him out with a shot to
the neck and then took out the driver with a bullet to his ear.
The car bounced into the neighbor’s picket fence, hanging up
in the raised flower bed. I looked up at Allen Belshire. “Don’t
go anywhere,” I told him, and pushed my way out of the
bushes, tripping over a hose trying to get to Willy. He came
running up the lawn looking down at me.
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“Are you okay? You’re not hit, are you?” he asked.
I picked myself up and brushed myself off, checking to
make sure that there was no blood squirting out anywhere.
“Apparently only a severely injured ego,” I said. “Sorry about
your car.”
“It’s not really mine, it’s a company car,” Willy
answered.
I checked on the two guys in the car; they were both dead.
By this time, neighbors were cautiously filtering out of their
homes to view the carnage. “Anyone you recognize?” I asked
Willy.
“I think the driver is the guy they were calling the asshole,
but I’m not sure,” he answered.
“Send Sam a picture and let him know what happened
here. I’m going to talk to Belshire.”
The front door was still open, so I walked in. There was a
woman standing at the top of the stairs, I assumed was Allen
Belshire’s wife. Mr. Belshire was sitting in the living room
with his head in his hands. I walked over and sat in the chair
next to where he was on the couch. “Is everyone okay?” I
asked. He didn’t answer. “I mean your wife and kids, are they
all okay, is anyone hurt?” Allen shook his head.
“The kids and I are shaken, but not hurt,” his wife
answered.
“I’m hoping that the visit from Mr. Stout’s men means
that he didn’t get his hands on the virus.”
“This whole thing has gotten so out of hand. There is no
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virus, there was never any virus,” he answered.
“I really hope that’s true, because a lot of people’s lives
could be at stake,” I said.
“For heaven’s sake, I’m not a monster,” He snapped.
“Then why all the phone calls back and forth between
you, Boswell, and this Pollard guy?”
“It was just supposed to be a scare tactic; no one was
supposed to get hurt. It was just supposed to get people
vaccinated as they should. Then all those antivaccination
freaks started turning everyone’s head. It was Boswell’s plan
to get customers back. Then this guy Stout gets involved. He
thinks we’ve got bioweapon, and he threatens Boswell. So,
Boswell offers a big reward if we would just make up a
placebo, to make Stout think he was getting a bio weapon
when he is just getting a harmless bug,” Belshire explained.
“Did you make this bug?”
“Yes, honest, you’ve got to believe me, no one was ever
in any danger, it’s harmless.”
“Okay, Mr. Belshire, I believe you, but where is the bug
now?” I continued.
“I don’t know. I gave it to Boswell. He was supposed to
give it to Stout at their meeting. I knew something went
wrong when I heard that Boswell was murdered.”
“Wait, are you saying that Stout killed Boswell?” I asked.
“Yes, no, I don’t know. All I know is apparently he didn’t
get it because his man, whoever you called him, called me
looking for it. I told him Boswell had it, he didn’t believe me.
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He said he was coming for it and was going to torture my
wife and children until I gave it to him.”
“He’s dead; I don’t think he’s going to be doing any
torturing now.”
“Thank you, thank you for saving my family, I’m so
ashamed,” Belshire confessed.
“If everything that you told me is true, I think you’re
going to be okay,” I tried to reassure him. I’m not sure why I
told him that, because I was not the one that needed
convincing that there was no threat to public safety.
“What’s your name?” he asked me.
“Millie Willard,” I looked up to see Willy Grummond
standing in the living room. “Her name is Millie Willard,”
Willy answered for me.
I stood; I could now hear police sirens in the background.
“The car is a little busted up. They broke the front wheel
off the A frame when they hit it,” Willy said.
“Probably did it to disable the car so we couldn’t follow
them. Did you get a hold of Michael and Sam?” I asked.
“Yes, they confirmed it was Pollard. They’re on their way
here.”
“Good, I need to call this in, there is some additional
information I think my team is going to be interested in. Can
you stay with Mr. Belshire?”
Belshire took my hand as I got up. “Thank you again; I
don’t want to think about what would have happened if you
weren’t here.”
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“Glad it turned out okay,” I said. Willy took my seat as I
walked to the front door.
I called Cali.
“Millie, how did it go?”
“Pollard and an accomplice are dead. But there is some
additional information. It sounds like Boswell was supposed
to deliver a fake virus to Stout, but was killed before he had a
chance make the delivery. Evidently Stout or his crew didn’t
get it, because they were leaning on the guy who made it. A
chemist named Belshire, but according to Belshire the virus is
a placebo, not dangerous. But as far as I know no virus was
ever found.”
“Interesting, what does your team think?” Cali asked.
“Don’t know, the others are on their way back here now.
Our car is disabled. I’m going to have to talk to the police,
any suggestions?”
“Show your ID, tell them what you know. Be clear that
the bad guys did not get the virus. The chemist can explain
about the placebo. As always, do not tell them about our
operation.”
“Got it,” I said, as I clicked off and stared into the face of
a police sergeant.
“What was it that you were not supposed to tell me?” He
asked.
“About the virus, sergeant,” I answered.
“Well, that was too easy,” he responded.
“I know my boss will forgive me some day, you, I’m not
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so sure about,” I answered.
“So, let’s start at the beginning. You are?”
“Field agent Millicent Willard,” I showed my credentials.
“CIA, thought you guys were more discreet than this?”
“Hopefully my boss will forgive me for that also,” I
answered.
“The witnesses outside tell me that was your handiwork
out there, do you know who those guys are?”
“The driver is a Joseph Pollard, one of Brian Stout’s
henchmen. The TEK 9 guy, I don’t know.”
“So, what brings you, and an FBI most wanted man, to
our sleepy neck of the woods?”
“Anytime Brian Stout turns up, we get very interested,” I
told him.
“You should be interested, that guy is bad news.” A
police lieutenant walked up to where we were standing. “A
little heads up would have been nice,” he quipped.
“Lieutenant,” the police sergeant acknowledged.
“Looks like you got quite a mess out there, sergeant; I
take it this young lady is the cause?”
“She was just explaining it to me, sir.”
“And she is?” the lieutenant asked.
“CIA field agent Millicent Willard,” the sergeant said.
“Millicent, you mean Millie Willard, the one they call…”
“Yes Lieutenant, I’m that one,” I answered for him.
“I guess we’re lucky there are still some houses standing.”
“Lieutenant?” the sergeant questioned.
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“Three years ago, the one woman siege of Washington
DC, hear of it?”
“Yes sir, I think everyone in law enforcement knows
about that.”
“This is that one woman,” The lieutenant confirmed.
“You mean this is Skank? I mean, sorry Miss Willard,
you don’t look like a skank.”
“Thank you, sergeant. You do know that whole thing was
a lie made up by George Row, don’t you?” I asked the
lieutenant.
“I know it was partly a lie,” he said.
“You should also know that she saved the lives of these
people,” Willy said.
“It’s okay, Dr. Grummond, they’re just trying to figure
out what happened,” I answered.
“Yeah, about that, what led you to be here staking out this
particular house?” the ranking officer asked.
“In our investigation…”
“Hold on agent, I think this interview is over,” Sam came
in and interrupted.
“It’s okay boss, almost done, the Lieutenant just wanted
to get an update. As I was saying, our being here was mostly
accidental. Our investigation into the Stout and Boswell
connection led us to Mr. Belshire. It seems Boswell tagged
him as having something that Stout wanted, in order to take
the heat off himself. I guess that didn’t work out for him.
That’s what led us here. And, I’m assuming, what also led
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Pollard here as well.”
“Okay Willard, are you done now?” Sam said.
“Yes, I think that’s it.”
“So, I take it that you are her handler, then?” the
lieutenant asked Sam.
“She’s on loan,” he replied.
“Interesting, I wouldn’t have thought the CIA likes to
share all that much?”
“It’s different now, after the Patriot Act, we’re all
friends,” I said.
“Right,” the lieutenant sounded skeptical.
“Okay, let’s go; you too, Doctor,” Sam said to
Grummond.
Sam ushered me out the door, Willy followed. When we
were away from the house, he asked, “I thought you were no
longer with the CIA?”
“Oh that, well, I kind of keep the credentials around, they
get me out of a lot of trouble.”
“Just how much trouble do you get into?” Michael asked.
“Not that much, lately,” I answered.
We were standing in the middle of the cul-de-sac,
surveying the scene now punctuated with the crime scene
crew. The Lieutenant came back out of the house, talked with
the sergeant for a moment, and came towards us.
“Oh, and by the way, Ms. Willard, that FN Five Seven
you’re packing? That’s an illegal weapon. I’d find something
different if I were you.”
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“Lieutenant, it’s not the FN that’s illegal, it’s the bullets.
In fact, most US government agencies use them now.”
Net surfer chick Debra watched the exchange, and then
said, “So, danger girl, this is the real you, death and
destruction everywhere? Do your eyes get all red when this
happens?”
“I suppose you would have liked it better if Dr.
Grummond, Mr. Belshire, and his whole family had died,
right?”
“Ooh, touchy, are we? just chill, danger girl, eat some
brains or something,” she retorted.
“Ease up, you two; or do I need to get you separate
cages?” Sam intervened.
Michael walked over from the flower bed car and said,
“You know Debbie; it may not be a good idea to get on her
bad side.”
“I’m not a Debbie, it’s Debra,” she huffed.
“Ooh, touchy, are we, robot girl? Have some chips or
something,” I said.
Michael continued, “The passenger was a Jason Romnobi,
from NYC. He didn’t turn up with any other ties to Stout’s
men. However, Debra here did some more looking with that
program that Millie shared and we found two more contacts
in Jacksonville Florida. We gave the FBI the heads up on
them.”
“I was talking to Mr. Belshire and it sounds like Boswell
was supposed to give Stout the virus at their meeting.
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However, it seems that didn’t happen. That is why he was
down here to lean on Belshire. Also, according to Belshire,
there was no real weaponized virus; what was in the vial was
a harmless placebo,” I said.
“Do you believe him?”
“The nice Millie part of me wants to believe him. But the
evil killer skank half of me wants to be more cautious. There
is still a missing bio container out there. Are we sure that the
people investigating the Boswell murder scene didn’t find it?”
“No container was mentioned in any of the police
reports,” Sam informed us.
On the way back, we all crowded into the one SUV. Willy
was sitting next to me with his hand resting on my thigh, it
felt good. It felt like someone loved me. He looked at me and
smiled; it was a sad eyed smile, but a smile.
Funny thing about love; we all crave it, we want to bask
in its joy and comfort. But it gives us handles. I was no longer
Millie with no family attachments, expendable, replaceable.
Now the doors of my heart cracked open, and I could be hurt
deeply, and someone could hurt for me. I spent the night at
Willy’s place, learning again just how much fun it was having
his hands on me. I was truly hooked, and there was nothing
that I could do about it. Was this whole normal life getting
habit forming? Could I actually be accepted as a normal
human being? Hard questions that I really didn’t want to
ponder at the moment.
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Chapter 21:
Megan Whittenhauer was again positioned at the door
checking her watch. Is that the only thing that she has to do
all day?
“Almost eight thirty, is coming in late going to set a new
trend for you, Ms. Willard?”
I didn’t say anything, just showed her the signature on the
paper indicating that Bot Ware was officially interested in
hiring Sage to set up and secure their servers. “See, I have a
paper, and it indicates they want me to be there when the
servers are set up and brought online.”
“So finally, it took you long enough.”
“You know Megan, just once … never mind.”
“What was that you were going to say? Tell me, just once
you’d like to punch me in the mouth? Was that it?” she
insisted.
“No Megan, just once I’d like to hear you say, good job,”
I said.
“Try dressing the part for once and it may happen.”
“Is that really all you care about?”
“It’s all about company image; we have to look
professional to give our customers the confidence that we can
do the job that they hired us to do,” she lectured.
“So, performance doesn’t matter?”
“How are you going to get your foot in the door to show
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them that performance if you look like a high school
dropout?”
“So far it has not been a problem,” I answered.
“You need to take this more seriously,” she said as she
walked away.
Back in my little cube of corporate life, I texted Cali to
check on yesterday’s events. I wanted to find out if the bio
container had showed up anywhere. She texted back, still
nothing. That was a little concerning. Stout didn’t have it; the
police didn’t find it and it seemed likely that Stout’s men
didn’t have it. The one hope was that Belshire was telling the
truth, and it really was harmless. The problem was that once
the police verify that Stout did not kill Boswell, then it was
going to be difficult to hold him. Virus or no virus, he was
still a dangerous character.
After twenty minutes of staring at all the green indicator
bars on the screen verifying that all my accounts were
operating smoothly with no hacks or breaches, I headed for
the break room to get a water. When I got back to my cube,
Megan was on my computer.
“Find what you were looking for?” I asked.
“I was leaving you a note because I didn’t know where
you were. I got a rather cryptic call from Mr. Stout.
Something about, ‘you are going to pay for what you did,’
and he’s coming to collect.”
“That was it, no details about what I was going to be
paying for?” I asked.
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“I just assumed you knew; and let me tell you, I don’t like
getting calls like that, so see that they don’t happen again,”
she scolded.
“I can assure you, I don’t like getting calls like that
either.”
“Don’t play innocent with me. I know that you are up to
something, your kind always is, so whatever it is, keep it
away from the company. We don’t need you embarrassing
us.”
I’ll try and get killed on my own time then, I thought,
after she turned and walked away.
I made a few calls to give everyone a heads up. I found
out that Brian Stout had indeed been released. The only one
who seemed to take the threat seriously was Sam. I didn’t go
home that night. Instead, Willy and I took in a concert and
then stayed the night at a B&B.
“Gosh you are so beautiful.” Willy’s face lit up when I
stripped off my jacket and boots.
“Please enjoy,” I told him.
It was one AM when my phone buzzed; Doctor Willy
Grummond was sleeping soundly beside me. I looked at the
screen. Really? Not tonight, Cali.
I quietly slipped out of bed, dressed, and snuck out of the
room to the car waiting outside.
Willy was still sleeping when I returned.
Next morning, he awakened me early. “Get up, you
gorgeous girl – we’ve got breakfast.” I peeked at him with
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one eye and smiled to see his face so close to mine.
“Thank you,” I stretched and rolled out towards him and
gave him a kiss. He led the way to the little table.
He sat across from me, eating the quiche like breakfast,
not saying a word, just content and smiling.
I’m not sure why, but I wanted to cry at that moment.
I got to work by eight; Megan Whittenhauer was there in
her usual spot, but this time she was flanked by two police
officers.
“Ms. Willard, as I said, I knew you were up to something.
These two officers would like to speak to you.”
“Is this about Brian Stout and the threat that he made?” I
asked.
“Is there a room that we can use?” the ranking officer
said.
“There is the visitor conference room,” Megan said. She
led the way. The two officers ushered me in before them.
Megan stayed in the room, but stood at the far end.
“To answer your question, Ms. Willard, yes, this is about
Mr. Stout.”
“Where were you at 1:32 last night?”
“In bed, sleeping.”
“No, you weren’t. We checked your apartment; you had
not been there all night. So, where were you?”
“I was in someone else’s bed, sleeping,” I answered.
“Whose?” he asked.
“What is this about?” I countered.
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“Just answer the question, Ms. Willard,” he pushed.
“We checked into your background. Quite impressive
military career, not many women become snipers. But you
not only went through the training, but saw a lot of action.
What was your longest kill, eight hundred meters, a thousand
meters?”
“Twelve hundred meters,” I answered. Megan gasped.
“That’s twelve football fields,” the questioning officer
elaborated.
“Let me guess, Mr. Stout met an untimely end, so you’re
wondering if I did it?”
“That’s right, Ms. Willard. You certainly had motive. And
you answered the question of means. So, all we’re wondering
is opportunity. So, where were you?”
“I spent the night with Dr. Wallace Grummond at a Bed
and Breakfast.”
Megan gasped again.
“Can he vouch for you?”
“I hope so,” I answered.
“We’ll be sure to check that out.”
“Oh, and about the means… That impressive military
record was accomplished with an M110. When you searched
my apartment, did you find one?” I asked.
“An M110 is the military designation for an SR25, readily
available on the internet or at gun shows. I’m sure you could
have picked one up, used it, and disposed of it.”
“So, I’m under arrest?”
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“We’re going to check out your story, but don’t go
anywhere for the next few weeks,” the officer responded.
The two detectives stood and left. Megan was still
standing at the far side of the conference room, picking at the
top button on her blouse. I looked up at her.
“I didn’t do it, if that’s what you’re thinking,” I told her.
“Should I be worried?” she asked.
“Worried about what?”
“That I’m going to get a bullet in the head some night?”
“Are you serious? Do you really think I’m that evil, that
I’d do something like that?” I asked.
“It’s about you hating me that much; I figure you only
dress that way because you know it aggravates me.”
“I dress this way because I like it, it feels comfortable to
me. Honestly, I hate the feel of those polyester fabrics and I
feel claustrophobic in tight skirts. That’s why I dress this
way, and just so you know, my clients are used to me
dressing this way. Most of them knew me from when I was
still in the service, and I dressed this way all the time. A One
Star General even called it urban camouflage.”
“That’s ridiculous! The only way they would let you dress
like that is if you were… That’s it, you were undercover,” she
realized out loud.
I gave her the “on-the-nose” sign.
“And that’s why all the government contracts, and the
computer knowledge, and that Stout guy?”
“Doing what I did tended to make enemies. My hope was
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that they wouldn’t find out who I was. In this case, they did.
So, if anyone is going to get a bullet in the head, it’s going to
be me.”
By the time I got to my cube, there was a little flashing
indicator saying that I had a request from one of my clients.
“Boy, Ms. Whittenhauer sure gave you a talking to
today.” It was Courtney Miles with a big gloat on her face,
“Perhaps now you will straighten out. Or you’ll be out of here
and I will get all of your accounts.”
“You want my accounts? Here, there is a request in right
now, you want to take this?” Her face turned whiter than it
already was. “Here sit, give them a call.” I stood and coaxed
her into the chair. “I trust you know how to respond?”
“Of course I do, I’m not an idiot.” She hit the respond
button and the dialer started; she went to put on the headset,
but I pushed the speaker button. I noticed that the requester
was from the office of Senator Grayson, a republican from
Delaware. An aide answered the phone.
“Skank, some fucker is trying to hack us again, get your
skinny ass out there and take him out, or I’ll find someone
who can.” The man on the phone raged.
“Sir,” Courtney answered. “There is no call for that kind
of language, please calm down. I need to get your account
number and billing code before I can do anything.”
“Who the hell are you?” The man demanded.
“My name is Courtney, to whom am I speaking?”
“What the fuck! Where’s that skanky ass liberal bitch?
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Get her on the phone right now, or my next call will be to
your CEO, to rip him a new one. You’ve got three seconds.”
Courtney looked up at me with her mouth open.
“This is a US Senator, so you shouldn’t piss him off,” I
told her.
“I think you better take this one,” she mumbled.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
She pushed up from the chair, and ducked out of my cube.
I sat down. “Hey James, did you get to three yet, or are you
still trying to figure out what comes after one?” I asked.
“Skank, you asshole, who was that and what was that all
about? And get that fucker out of my computers.” I brought
up the intrusion monitor and connected to his system; sure
enough, I could see the unauthorized alert and the final
address. The tracker software quickly decoded the base
source, injected a root wipe, and the intruder went down
instantly. Once down, I could take control and discovered that
it was a laptop which had a mic and camera. I turned them
both on, and then fed the image back to James.
“He’s down; do you know this guy?” I asked.
“No, I don’t recognize him; Last time it was two reporters
that were bugging the senator last week. But if this guy were
to end up dead tomorrow, I can make sure you get
immunity.”
“You know I don’t do that anymore. What is it that you
have that they want so badly?”
“None of your fucking business,” James the aid snapped.
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“You’re welcome; make sure you spell my name right on
the gift card this time.”
“Thanks Millie, you saved my ass.”
“Again,” I added. He disconnected.
I went back to the video feed; two reporters, huh? I
wonder if their names happened to be Todd Grimes and Brent
Sanger?
Too bad I wiped their system so quickly, I would have
liked to know what it was he was after. I continued watching
and listening. “Shit, fuck, somehow they killed my
computer.” The hacker was complaining and slapped his
computer closed, cutting me off. “Shit!” I muttered.
I called Cali, “Hi Cali, I’m sure you heard about Stout?”
“Yes, I also understand that they are blaming you for it,”
she said.
“That’s correct.”
“Do you need a Get Out of Jail Free card?” she asked.
“Not yet. I want to see how it plays out. I know that I
didn’t do it, but I sure would like to know who did.”
“Fair enough, call me if you need help,” she offered.
“Okay, thanks; any word on last night’s operation?” I
asked.
“Not yet, it may take a little time to play out,” Cali said. I
got the feeling that there was something going on that Cali
wasn’t telling me about.
But then, there were things going on that I didn’t want
Cali to know about. Like, how do I get a hold of this guy
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without Grey’s know-it-all finding out? If the two reporters
were Todd and Brent, I really didn’t want them to come up on
his radar again. The system I killed was in Princeton, New
Jersey. I knew I could work up some reason to get down
there. But how do I convince the owner to give up who he
was working for? And how do I keep Grey and his people
from finding out?
“Why do you let people talk to you like that?” Courtney
Miles asked, looking over the cube wall.
“It makes them feel more empowered. Keeps them happy,
even when everything is going wrong.”
“But that’s totally against company policy,” she
complained.
“That’s nice, but I can’t control what they say, I can only
fix their problem.”
“I would have handled it totally different,” she quipped.
“So why didn’t you?” I asked.
“Because it was your account, it was very unfair of you to
just hand me the phone like that. I should go to Whittenhauer
about what you did.”
“I thought you wanted my accounts? I was just trying to
help and give you some practice,” I said.
“You don’t belong here. I’m telling you right now; I’m
going to do everything I can to make sure that you no longer
work here,” Courtney declared.
“I’m sorry you feel that way.”
“You will be sorry,” she said, as she walked away.
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There was a piece of human nature that I didn’t
understand. Oh, I know that it happens; it happens a lot. She
acted like the way I conduct myself at work was hurting her
personally, even though it didn’t really affect her. If she
didn’t keep coming over to my cube, she would not have to
interact with me at all. Yet, she had taken it as her personal
mission to get rid of me.
The sad truth was, the only reason that Sage Net was in
business was to be a front for Dr. Grey’s Certainty Project.
And my real job was not to service clients, although that did
happen, but to be what Grey liked to call a “disruptor.” In
other words, she would not be allowed to jeopardize the
project. The right thing to do was to try to talk her out of this
whole vendetta before things get out of hand.
I walked over to her cube and sat in her extra chair.
“What do you want?” she snapped.
“Peace,” I said.
“Oh, so now you’re scared of me, huh? Well, too late.”
“Why?” I queried.
“You know why.”
“No, I don’t know why, explain it to me,” I pushed.
“Then you’re too stupid to understand,” she sneered.
“I think you can’t answer that question, because you don’t
even know why,” I answered. “I think it’s because your life
sucks, and you need someone to take it out on, so you picked
me.”
“How dare you talk to me that way?” she growled.
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“Well if you won’t tell me what you have against me, I
guess I just have to make it up, and that’s my best guess.
Because I have not done anything to hurt you, but you act like
my very existence grates on your psyche. So, I’m at a
complete loss as to what it is that I’m supposed to change to
make peace with you,” I explained.
“Maybe I don’t want peace with you.”
“So, you just came in one morning and looked around the
room and decided, I’m going to hate that person?”
“You’re twisting all my words around,” She objected.
“What words? You’re not telling me anything.”
“Because I hate people like you. You just waltz in here,
do whatever you want, and get away with it. While people
like me must work hard, obey all the rules, and still get
shafted.”
“How did you get shafted?” I asked.
“You get all of the big government contracts, and I get all
the little people.”
“I get the government contracts because I used to work
for the government. I was trained by the government, so I
know how to work with them. You act like all the ‘little
people,’ as you call them, aren’t important. They are
important; they are the ones that keep this country going.
They are the ones who don’t have all the big resources, so
they are depending on you to keep their businesses safe. You
are their line of defense against an evil world out there. They
don’t have the NSA watching their backs, they just have you.
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Please don’t fail them, they need you,” I pleaded.
“Don’t treat me like a child,” she snapped.
“Then don’t act like one. I’m trying to tell you that they
are important and you are important to them.”
“Then why is Whittenhauer always yelling at me?”
“She yells at everybody,” I said.
“But you just shrug it off like it’s nothing,” she
complained.
“As far as I know, it is nothing. Maybe it makes her feel
like the boss or something. I don’t know what goes on in her
head, but it seems like nothing I do pleases her, so I’ve given
up trying. Why, what does she yell at you about?” I pried.
“She’s always there watching every time I get up to get a
cup of coffee, or go to the bathroom.” Her chin started to
quiver, and then she let loose. “She’s always after me about
my weight. She keeps taunting me with… why don’t I eat
right, why don’t I exercise more, how come I’m not thin and
healthy like YOU,” she spat out.
“What! Are you kidding me? That’s unacceptable, she
can’t do that.”
“She says I reflect badly on the company image because
I’m so fat.”
“No, no, no, that is totally wrong, and she uses me as an
example? She hates the way I dress; she tells me I should
dress more like you.”
“She poked me in the belly once and said that I was a
disgrace to such fine clothes. She said she could hear the
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buttons of my blouse crying out in agony because they were
straining so hard.” She was almost crying as she poured out
her anguish.
I shook my head in total disbelief, “That has to be the
most outrageous thing I’ve ever heard. There is no way you
should have to put up with that. We need to talk to her right
now.”
“No, I can’t face her,” she protested.
“What is she going to do, fire us both? Can you really see
her handling all our accounts? No, what she is doing is totally
wrong, on a professional level and on a personal level. Come
on; use that same spirit that you were going to use to get me
out of here,” I coaxed.
“To be honest, that was all talk,” she confessed.
“Well, you sounded pretty scary to me. Come on,” I
insisted.
I took her by the hand and led her to Megan’s office.
“What is this?” she asked as she looked up from her
phone.
“I believe that the proper word is mutiny,” I said.
“Is it now? And to what do I owe this mutiny?” she
demanded.
“Were you really trying to destroy this office by playing
us against each other?” I questioned.
“What? How do you come up with that?”
“It’s one thing to badger me about my clothes, but to
ridicule her about her weight and set her against me? That is
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what is legally defined as a hostile work environment.”
“Now wait just one minute, now you’re talking about
legal action?” she exclaimed.
“So, just what did you think going to happen with all your
badgering?” I asked.
“Look, I was only trying to get you two to shape up. You
are good workers, but you two look a mess,” she explained.
“Wait a minute, what was that you said?” I cut her off.
“I said you two look a mess.”
“No, before that.”
“I said you are good workers,” she repeated.
“Do you realize that is the first time you have ever said
that to either of us?”
“Well, I thought that went without saying, because if you
weren’t, you wouldn’t be here.”
“And do you realize that she was ready to force me out,
and I was ready to quit?” I said. Courtney looked at me with
surprise.
“Whoa, you can’t do that! As I said, I was just trying to
use you as positive role models for each other.”
“And how did that work? You almost destroyed the whole
company. Look, you can ridicule my clothes as much as you
want, I probably won’t change, but clothes are my choice.
But what you were doing to her? How can you possibly think
that was the right thing to do?”
“Hey, I have a life coach who does that to me all the time,
and he charges me for it. She was getting his expertise for
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free.”
“You’re not a life coach, are you? And she didn’t sign up
for it, did she?” I said.
She plopped her phone down on the papers piled on her
desk. “So, what would you suggest, Herr Doctor Skank?”
“Cut the crap, for one thing, or find a different line of
work where you don’t have to interact with people.”
I could see the anger in her face; she was counting to ten
internally. Finally, she softened and said, “Sorry, I guess that
wasn’t called for. But, you don’t understand, this company is
my baby. So, what do I have to work with, a CIA reject and
a---”
“Be very careful what you say next,” I warned.
“I was going to say computer nerd,” she continued.
“But, what you really have is an ex-CIA agent, and a first
rate computer nerd who kick some serious ass when it comes
to doing our jobs and keeping our clients up and running. So,
what is it that you want, fluff or substance?”
“I want it all,” Megan said.
“Well sorry, life’s messy,” I told her.
“Well I guess I owe you an apology, Ms. Miles, sorry. I
really thought I was doing the right thing.”
“You have a life coach?” Courtney asked.
“Yes, I do.”
“I think I’d like to get a trainer.”
“Ms. Miles, I think that’s something the company can
help with. And you, Ms. Willard, that was some very serious
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insubordination you just pulled. I will let it go this time, but
don’t think I will ever let you get away with it again. Even
though you thought you were doing the right thing, for the
good of the company.”
“Understood,” I answered.
“Now get back to kicking some ass,” she said as I walked
out with Courtney.
“I’ve never been so scared in all my life,” she said.
“But, we lived through it,” I told her.
“You weren’t really with the CIA, were you?”
I showed her the badge.
She chuckled, “I can’t believe I actually threatened a CIA
agent.”
“Well, you lived through that too.”
“Thank you; I never could have done that on my own,”
she confessed.
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Chapter 22:
I called Grayson’s aide back and had no trouble
convincing him that I needed to go in person and confront the
hacker. In fact, he was all for it, and even offered to lend me
his gun, if I couldn’t get mine on the plane. Megan was just
as happy to see me out of the office for a couple of days. The
problem was, would Cali buy it? So, here I was, waiting in
the security line at Logan Airport, in stocking feet, with all
my stuff in the plastic tub. I was not a big fan of flying, not
because I was afraid that the plane wouldn’t stay in the air,
but because of all the stuff like lines, and checkpoints, and
waiting, and public restrooms, and airport seats, and plane
seats, and going over the safety card one more time. But I
guess the big reason was that it was just another opportunity
for me to choke on the whole social interaction thing, in front
of witnesses. Oh yeah, and my phone was ringing.
“Hello?”
“Millie, this is Megan.”
“Oh, hi Megan; I’m kind of standing half undressed in the
security line with a very large group of not so happy people
right now, what’s up.”
“Well, I wouldn’t have called, except this is important.
I’m not so sure that you need to be going, Senator Grayson
was murdered early this morning,” she informed me.
“What! Are you kidding, now it sounds like I need to be
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going more than ever – and taking the FBI with me.”
“I don’t follow,” Megan questioned.
“It appears that the hackers were after something specific,
and now he’s dead; don’t you think there could be a
connection?”
“I’m not sure I want you tangled up in something like
that, it could be dangerous,” she protested.
“Don’t worry, it’s not like I’m going to be storming the
castle or anything. I’ll leave the dangerous stuff to the pros. I
think it’s my duty to give whatever information that I can,
because this may be a lead that they don’t know about,” I
informed her.
“Okay, I forgot you’re used to this kind of thing, but don’t
forget we need you back.”
“Got it, and don’t worry – oops, I got another call.”
“Okay then,” she clicked off.
“Hello?” I said into the phone.
“Millie, this is Sam, where are you?” the voice on the
other end said.
“Half undressed in an airport security line?” I answered.
“Where are you going? Never mind, get out of there, we
need you here,” he said. I could tell by the echo that he was
on a speakerphone.
“Why, what’s up?” I asked.
“You probably haven’t heard, but a US senator was just
assassinated; we are on the case. We can meet you at the
airport, we need to be in Washington.”
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“Senator Grayson, Delaware, I heard. And I think you
should meet me in Princeton New Jersey. Because that’s
where I’m going; to talk to the hacker that tried to break into
the Senator’s computer yesterday. And bring Robot Girl; I
think we’re going to need her on this one.”
“Actually, that sounds like a pretty good lead,” I heard
Michael say.
Sam was speaking to Michael, “Okay then, you and
Debra meet Millie in Jersey; I need to meet with the aide in
DC. Make sure you meet her at the airport, don’t let her go
into Princeton on her own. Hear that, Millie?”
“Yes sir, loud and clear,” I responded.
“We wouldn’t want the College to accidentally burn down
before we got there,” I heard Debra say.
I got back in line, and put myself back together on the
other side of the checkpoint.
It was a bumpy flight between Boston and Newark. The
poor kid sitting next to me looked nervous, and was getting a
little green around the edges.
As it turns out, the plane didn’t crash, and my nervous
seat neighbor didn’t need the bag. So now, as I was walking
up the ramp, I was contemplating the question, do I follow
orders and wait for who knows how long for Michael and
Debra to catch up, or do I go out on my own to get answers to
the questions that I had? I took a pee stop and then headed for
baggage claim, where I was supposed to meet the others.
However, on the way, I’d made up my mind that I wasn’t
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going to be a good little girl, but as I rounded the corner,
there were Michael and Debra waiting for me.
“You guys got here quick, I thought I was going to have
to wait for hours,” I told them.
“Private plane,” Michael answered. “And you do kind of
make people nervous; we didn’t want to tempt you into
making a bad decision.”
“This is for my own good, then?” I asked, not wanting to
tell them that the bad decision was already made.
“Yes, for your own good, but we did bring you
something.” As we were getting into his rented car, he handed
me a FN57.
“My favorite, how did you know?” I said, batting my
eyes, like I was receiving a box of chocolates.
“You can’t hide anything from us. So, where to?”
Michael asked.
“Princeton University; we’re looking for a guy named
Ravi Busharian, computer science.”
“He’s the hacker? Not what I was expecting.” Michael
said.
“He’s the hacker, but I suspect he was talked into doing it
for someone else, because I’m pretty sure they were looking
for something specific; and I’m reasonably sure it’s
something that certain people don’t want to be made public.”
“So, who are these people and what is it that they don’t
want public?” Debra asked.
“That’s why you’re here, Robot Girl,” I said.
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I got the back seat on the way out to Princeton; it was
early afternoon before we got there. It didn’t take long for
Debra to find Ravi’s class schedule. He should have been in
his office, but he was not there. Debra pinged his phone and
we found him on campus.
“Dr. Ravi Busharian?” Michael said.
“Yes, that’s me, who are you? You don’t look like
students.”
“My name is Michael McCourt, and these are my
associates, Debra Still and Millie Willard. We are from
Homeland Security; we were wondering if we could talk to
you for a few moments.” His eyes started darting around as if
looking for an escape route, and he started backing up.
“Please don’t think about running, because I’m a much
better shot than I am a runner,” I said.
“Wait a minute,” he said. “I’m not sure what this is all
about, but I have rights.”
“No reason to get all worked up about anything, we just
want to talk,” Michael said.
“Yesterday, you were trying to break into Senator
Grayson’s private server,” Michael said.
“No, I don’t know what you are talking about, that wasn’t
me,” he insisted.
I pulled out my phone and swiped to his picture, “So this
isn’t you?”
“Well, yes, that’s obviously me, but where did you get
that picture, and how does it prove that I had anything to do
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with a hack on a senator?”
“Actually, I took that picture from your laptop computer’s
camera, right after I killed it to stop the hack.”
“So, you’re the one who destroyed my laptop?” he
barked.
“Yes, that was me,” I answered.
“Do you have any idea how much important data was on
that machine? It will take me months to replace the course
work, and some of the pictures are irreplaceable.”
“Next time you start hacking, you should learn to use a
machine that you can afford to lose,” I told him.
“I could sue you for what you did,” he said.
“Well go ahead then, you would have to explain what you
were doing. That would be embarrassing.”
“I didn’t do anything! Besides, my computer’s wiped,
how are you going to prove anything?”
“At this point we just want to talk, no one is saying
anything about hacking charges,” Michael said. “Or murder
charges for that matter,” he added.
“Murder, what are you talking about?”
“Senator Grayson is dead, shot early this morning,”
Michael said, “So, noncooperation could get pretty messy.”
“Besides, I do have the code to unlock your computer,” I
said. “All you have to do is talk to us.”
“How do I know you are who you say you are?” Michael
and I showed him our credentials.
“Follow me to my office,” he relented.
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The office was a long, thin room with a high ceiling, piled
with books and papers. “So, tell me, doctor, why this sudden
career change to hacking?” Michael asked.
“No reason,” He answered. I pulled out my phone and
swiped to the picture of Todd and Brent that I’d taken from
the dead car incident, and plopped it in front of him on the
small table. His eyes got big.
“So, you know them then, who are they?” Michael asked.
“Two reporters,” he said. “One of them was a Princeton
grad; I was just trying to help them out.”
“Why did they come to you, when there are so many other
hackers that do it for a living?”
“They came to me before when they had me investigate a
Trojan someone else gave them, they wanted to know what it
did,” Ravi said.
I wanted to ask him, what did it do? But then, there would
be embarrassing questions for Michael that I would have to
answer.
“When they came to me this time, I told them that I don’t
do that kind of stuff, but they were insistent, they wore me
down, and I did it even though it was against my better
judgment,” Ravi went on.
“So, you just said what the hell, and went for it?” Michael
asked. “I think there was something more, something they
did, or said, that convinced you? What was it?”
“They said this guy was a Republican, and he had a file
on his computer that proved that there was a group that was
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doing something with the internet that could destroy the
United States of America as we know it.”
“Was that the file you were after?” I asked.
“Yes, but I never found the file,” he said.
“Did they say what they were going to do once they got
the file?” Michael asked.
“No, they didn’t. I just assumed that they were going to
publish the information.”
“What was the name of this file?” I asked, to Michael’s
surprise.
“AlphaDogX,” Ravi admitted.
Michael gave me a strange look.
“You’re not interested in what was on that file?” I asked
Michael.
“You’ve been with the CIA too long, Millie, that is not
what we are here for. We are here to find out who killed
Senator Grayson,” he said.
“If he had something that someone didn’t want him to
have, that could tell us a lot,” I answered.
“So where are these two guys now?” Michael asked.
“I honestly don’t know,” Ravi said. “This wasn’t worth it.
Now, you said you could unlock my computer?”
I looked over at Michael. “Yes, go ahead,” he said.
“Let me see it,” I asked him. He reached under a pile of
papers on his office table, and pulled out an HP laptop. I took
it, plugged in a flash drive and turned it on. The flash drive
code did its thing; the computer restarted and came up
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normally. I handed it back to him.
“That’s it?” he asked.
“See, that wasn’t so bad,” Michael said.
We walked out of his office and towards where we parked
the car. “How do we find these reporters that he was talking
about?” Debra asked.
“I have their phone number,” I said. “We can track them
with that.”
We went to the campus library where Debra could
connect to the Wi-Fi, and she went to work scanning for their
phone. She traced their location to Washington DC. Michael
called Sam.
“Hey, what did you find out?” Michael asked.
“Not much, he was shot in the back of the head through
the window from a long range, appears to be a standard 7.62
slug. The police found what was likely the shooter’s position
about seven hundred yards away, but there was no indication
of any disturbance in the area. So, either the shooter left no
evidence, or they did not find the right location. The
investigation is ongoing. Any luck on your side?”
“It seems that this guy Ravi Busharian did try to hack the
Senator’s system looking for a file named AlphaDogX. But
our CIA friend shut him down before he could get it. Also, he
was doing it for a pair of reporters named Todd Grimes and
Brent Sanger. We traced their location to the DC area,”
Michael informed Sam.
“Do you know what it was about?” Sam asked.
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“Something about a conspiracy to use the internet to
undermine the USA,” Michael told him.
“If you are done there, why don’t you head down here?
Find us a place to stay. I think we may be here a while,” Sam
said.
“What about me?” I asked. “I have a normal job that I
have to pretend I’m doing.”
“I think we still need you, especially with people getting
murdered. It sounds like whatever this is, it’s a big deal to
someone. I’m sure we can come up with some reason to give
to your boss,” Sam said.
This time, I got to ride in Michael’s plane, so I didn’t
have to worry about all the lines and check points. It was dark
by the time we got to DC, and we didn’t do anything besides
eat and find a hotel.
“We could try hacking into the Senator’s server
ourselves,” I suggested.
“If he has security that strong, then I’m not sure I can get
in,” Debra said.
“That, I can do something about,” I offered.
“Hacking into a school’s database to change your grade is
one thing, but this has gone to a whole new level. I’m not
sure that’s a good idea,” Michael said. “People are getting
killed. If the server is being watched, we could be tagged.”
“Yeah, look at danger girl; she’s already on the hook for
one assassination,” Debra said.
“How did you know about that?” I asked.
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“I hacked into your records,” she smugly stated.
“You did what?”
“Yeah, I like to know who I’m hanging around with. You
have quite the history. Stout isn’t your first assassination, is
it?”
“I get accused of a lot of things, some I actually did. But I
did not assassinate Stout, or the Senator in case you’re
wondering,” I answered.
“Okay you two, we can hold off on the hacking for now.
We should wait for Sam before we go down that rabbit hole. I
think we’re going to have a busy day tomorrow. We don’t
need to make it any messier. Getting caught hacking could
impede the cooperation that we are getting so far,” Michael
said.
I put my hands up in a sign of surrender and sat down on
the double bed in the hotel room, staring out the window.
Michael was probably right; I was being a little too impatient.
Debra was standing with her back to the window, talking to
Michael.
“Thank you, Michael. Someone needs to keep her under
control, she scares me,” she was saying.
It was dark outside, but I thought that I saw something go
by the window. We were on the third floor, so what could it
be? There it was again. There is something out there. Shit!
I jumped up and tackled Debra to the floor as two quick
shots shattered the window and hit the bed next to Michael. I
got off Debra and crouched behind the low wall under the
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broken window. With the glass gone, I could now clearly see
and hear that it was a drone. I knelt upright to get a better shot
as it was turning towards me. I fired and hit it. It didn’t go
down, but the force threw off its shot at me. I fired again and
took out a rotor, but it still angled for another shot at me. I did
not move, just aimed for another rotor. It was now unsteady,
but took another shot at me. I fired back, hitting a second
rotor. Now, it could no longer fly, but buzzed like an angry
bee as it spiraled to the ground. I jumped out the window
after it, hoping the lobby canopy would break my fall. It did,
but it still hurt as I tumbled off into the bushes. The drone
was sitting upside down on the manicured hotel lawn, still
buzzing angrily. As I tried to get up, the gun started firing,
kicking up dirt, and throwing the device around. I fired again,
taking out the control mechanism, and it finally died. I
crawled over and knelt in front of it. I heard a motor rev, and
a black van screeched out of a parking space on the street in
front of the hotel.
I was still kneeling by the dead drone, when Michael and
Debra came running out.
I looked up at them, “I guess we now know how the
Senator was shot,” I said.
Debra was ghostly white, her mouth was open, and still
trying to catch her breath. Michael just stared down at it, and
said, “Did you have to destroy it so bad? We could have
gotten some information from it, like who was controlling it.”
“Black van, no windows, Delaware plate,” I said.
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“You didn’t happen to get the plate number, did you?” he
asked.
“No, but it looked new, and judging by the sophistication
of the drone, they are probably well funded,” I said.
A man in a hotel suit came jogging out. “Everybody get
back,” he shouted. “You three, tell me, what’s going on
here?” Michael showed the hotel man his badge.
“Some type of drone attack, we can take it from here,”
Michael said.
“The hell you will, and you there, did you do this? Get up,
I’m taking you in to the police.”
“I can’t, I think my ankle is broken,” I said.
After about an hour of flashing blue and red police lights,
endless questions I couldn’t answer, and the buzzing
fluorescents of the ER, my head hurt worse than the ankle.
But the good news was it wasn’t broken, just badly sprained.
I was sitting in a wheelchair in one of the hospital conference
rooms with Michael, Debra, Sam, and a bunch of FBI people.
“Sorry if I hurt you,” I said to Debra.
“You saved my life, I could have been dead. That was so
crazy, and you just knelt there while that thing was firing at
you.”
“It’s hard to get a good shot if you’re worried about
getting hit.”
“You didn’t have to jump out the window, you know,”
Michael said.
“I didn’t want it to be gone by the time I got out there,
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and judging by where the van was parked it probably would
have been.”
“What van?” the FBI investigator asked Michael.
“It just pulled out when we got downstairs, late model
with Delaware plates,” Michael told them.
“And the drone?” Sam asked.
“Preliminary report from the lab says that it’s not a kluge,
but it looks like a military prototype. They are still checking
the ballistics, but it is the same 7.62 that killed Senator
Grayson.”
Sam said, “We’ll get the rest of the report when it
becomes available. One thing is for sure, Millie is going to be
sitting the rest of this one out.”
“We still need her,” Debra objected.
Michael looked at her surprised, “I thought you didn’t like
her, didn’t want her along.”
“I never said I didn’t like her, it was just that she made me
nervous. But now that there are people shooting at us it’s a
little different.”
“I guess I let the team down; I can still help out, and I can
still walk on this now that I’m wearing the ski boot thing.”
“No, I think with what just happened we all need to take a
lower profile on the investigation. It’s clear that we are up
against some heavy hitters. I think it’s time to regroup and do
a little more research before blundering off again,” Sam said.
Michael interrupted, “We never backed down before, why
this time?”
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“Because we came that close to losing the whole team.
Millie says she let the team down; in reality, if it wasn’t for
the fact that she just happened to be staring out the window at
that exact time, it would have been over for all of you. No, I
think at this point with what we know it’s better to let them
think that we got scared off.”
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Chapter 23:
I was on my way back to Worcester on the train; it was
much easier to deal with in my present condition than taking
an airplane. There was something in Sam’s explanation of
why we were backing off that didn’t make sense. I got the
feeling that he knew more than he was telling us. My mind
went to places that I did not want to think about. Whether he
knew it or not, he got his inside information from Dr. Grey’s
machine. What if it was Dr. Grey who told him to back off?
What if Graybeard was the internet device that threatened
The United States of America?
The people at the hospital were afraid that I wouldn’t
listen to their instructions and start walking on my ankle
much too soon. They were probably right. So, they gave me
this i-walk thing that looks like a cross between a crutch and a
pirate’s peg leg. It straps onto your thigh with a rest for your
knee so that it keeps your knee bent, while you walk on the
crutch part that goes down straight from your thigh. It’s a bit
awkward but it keeps your hands free while you’re walking.
However, a moving train was probably not the best place
to learn how to use it, because I ended up falling into a guy’s
lap in the dining car; he was rather gracious about it, so we
ended up eating lunch together.
“You’re really okay? I didn’t hurt you or anything?” I
asked.
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“No, I’m fine, it’s not often I have a pretty girl land in my
lap.” There was that word again, in reference to me; I’m sure
that he’s just being nice. “So, I’m sure that there is a story
behind this contraption, what do you call it?”
“It’s called an i-walk and they gave it to me at the
hospital.”
“Broken?”
“Very bad sprain.” We ordered club sandwiches when the
waiter came by.
“So out with it, how did it happen?”
“Let’s just say that you’re not supposed to jump out of
third floor windows, even if there is an awning to break your
fall.”
His eyebrows went up; he pulled out his i-Pad and flipped
to a news story. “That wasn’t you, was it?”
The article lead read “Woman injured after leaping out
window to catch drone.”
“Oh no, that’s going to be difficult to explain at work
when I was supposed to be in New Jersey.”
“So that was you?”
“Yup that was me, what else does it say?”
“Federal Agent Millicent Willard was injured after
shooting down a drone and leaping to catch it, after it was
hovering outside her third floor hotel room. It was not
disclosed who the drone belonged to or why it was outside
the window. The drone was recovered by the FBI and the
incident is still under investigation. Federal Agent, huh?”
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“That report is not entirely accurate. I work for an internet
security company. I’m sure you heard about Senator Grayson
being murdered?”
“Yes, tragic.”
“What they probably didn’t talk about is that someone
tried to hack into his computer the day before. He used my
company to protect his machines and I was the agent that
traced down the offending computer.”
“They can do that?”
“I guess I wasn’t supposed to talk about that, but yeah,
sometimes. Anyway, I was in Washington testifying to the
FBI people who are investigating the case to see if there was
anything relevant.”
“I didn’t know internet security people carry guns.”
“Maybe I should find out who you are before I answer
any more questions.”
“Sorry, I guess it’s in my nature; Mark Trevor, I’m one of
the assistant medical examiners for the city of New York.”
He showed his ID.
“Wow, they make TV shows about you guys, must be
interesting.”
“Nothing like the shows, I can assure you. I have the
feeling that you are a very interesting girl.”
“I’m quite boring once you get to know me; it’s just that I
seem to be a chaos magnet.”
“Well, that could be interesting; how about some more
observations?” he asked.
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“Okay shoot,” I said.
“You don’t seem like your average computer nerd. When
I caught you, I noticed that you seem way too fit to be
someone who sits behind a computer all day.”
“Well, not all computer people are like the stereotype, but
you are correct, I used to be MI in the Army. Now I don’t do
much more than push buttons and report results.”
“I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”
“So, when is it my turn?”
“Fire away.”
“So now that you have finished eating, what’s the grossest
thing that you ever had to deal with?”
“Pressure from the mayor’s office,” he answered.
“Okay I guess I deserved that one, I guess everyone asks
that question.”
“Anything else?”
“Are you interviewing me for a job?” I asked.
“Whoa, you’re more perceptive than I gave you credit for.
If I said yes, would you take it?”
“Let’s just say, serious consideration, depending on the
position.”
“Fair enough; you don’t have a criminal record, do you?”
he asked.
“That kind of depends on who you ask.”
His eyebrows went up again.
“Three years ago, that whole assault on Washington
thing?”
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“Yes?”
“That was me.”
“What do you mean, that was you?”
“I’m the person they were calling Skank.”
The eyes got big this time. “You’re not serious?”
“I wish I wasn’t.”
“But if I remember that correctly, you were cleared of all
charges.”
“Yes, that’s correct, but the verdict was so controversial
that they decided to put me in prison anyway.”
“That’s just wrong.” He began pounding away on his
tablet, flipping through pages. He looked up and then back
down. “That is, you alright, and it’s all right here. But
acquitted then jailed anyway?”
“The military knew that it was unjust and I was actually
treated well. I don’t blame them, but the worst part was that
because I was officially in prison, I could no longer stay in
the Army after my release.”
“I don’t want to ask questions that I could get in trouble
for, but I’m guessing that your job is a lot more than you’re
letting on. I’m guessing you wouldn’t really be interested in
anything I had to offer.”
“Don’t be too sure about that, a change could be
refreshing, and once my boss finds out about my latest stunt I
may need another job.”
“I wouldn’t call bending over a body that’s been rotting in
the sewer for a week refreshing, but I think I know what you
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mean.”
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Chapter 24:
“Millie!” It was Megan, I knew this was coming; I’m
surprised she didn’t use my middle name. “Why did I have to
read about you jumping out a window in Washington, instead
of testifying to the FBI in New Jersey like you told me?”
“Because they requested that I go to Washington instead
of New Jersey.”
She raised her voice, “That in no way begins to cover all
that is wrong with this picture; jumping out of a window,
missing your flight back, missing two days of work, and
getting injured so that you can’t be available to handle field
issues. Courtney has been running herself ragged trying to do
her job and your job. You have a whole list of clients who are
still waiting for you to get back to them. And I find out that
you are using nonstandard procedures and software to keep
these clients up and running. You have made a mess out of
our entire organization. And quite frankly, I’m not sure how
I’m going to go about fixing it.”
“If I have any customers that are down, let me get them
back up and running as quickly as possible. And I am not
using different software, it’s the same approved version that
everyone else is using. The only difference is the frontend
interface. Once they are up and running I can move them over
to the normal GUI driven front end.”
“No, I don’t think so, you need to strip all their machines
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down and reload the entire suite from scratch.”
“That’s not necessary; you’re going to bring down their
whole infrastructure for a whole day for no reason.”
“Yes, for the simple reason that I can’t trust you. You go
behind my back like I’m some fool and you do whatever you
please with total disregard for everything I say. So, either you
bring them down and reload a fresh boot, or I’ll find
somebody who will.”
“Fine then, find somebody who will.”
“What did you say? Never mind, hand over your badge
right now.” She held out her hand. I pulled the RFI badge out
of my case and handed it to her. She went on, “And the field
kit and any documentation that you have.”
I dumped them onto her desk. “That’s everything.”
“Get out, I don’t want to see you again.” I turned to go.
“Don’t forget that you signed a nondisclosure agreement so
you can’t use any of our software or procedures, and if we
find that you are stealing any of our clients, you will be
sued.”
“You do know that the software does not belong to you;
you are only using it with a license from Dr. Grey
Enterprises, and so you cannot dictate who can and who
cannot use this software.”
“Didn’t I tell you to get out?” I turned and left without
looking back.
I called Cali, “I just got fired.”
“You can’t get fired! The only reason that company is in
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business is to give you a cover.”
“Maybe you should have told Megan Whittenhauer,
because she doesn’t want to see me again.”
“Jumping out of a hotel room is a bit extreme, but I don’t
think it’s a cause for getting fired.”
“She said she couldn’t trust me anymore, she wants to
reload all of my clients with the standard software package.”
“But that does not provide the protection that some of
those people need, or any of the tracking features that we
need.”
“I know, but I couldn’t really tell her that.”
“What a mess; but in a way, it’s a good thing. Why don’t
you just keep low for a while and we’ll see what we can do.
Rest up and get better, Dr. Grey wants to curb the disruptor
activity for a while anyway. He’s afraid that we are drawing
too much attention. Go home for now, I’ll keep in touch.”
“You know that it’s going to leak out sometime, there is
just too much going on.”
“Well don’t worry about it for now, just chill. We can
wait.”
“Okay.”
That was too easy; I got that same feeling that Cali wasn’t
telling me everything – hell, she never tells me everything.
What if that file that the reporters were looking for was about
Dr. Grey’s little database project? What if someone already
found out? What if the killing was about making it public, or
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worse yet, keeping the secret? There was too much power in
Grey’s algorithm. What if it was being used not just to tag
possible terrorist activity, but tagging people for just being
too nosy? The ultimate big brother who knows what you are
thinking before you’re thinking it.
What if disruptors like me are being replaced by drones
looking for any troublemaker or dissident? There would never
be another Martin Luther King, or another Gandhi, because
they could be erased before they ever had a chance to surface.
The worst part is that the general population would never
know.
My head was hurting and I didn’t want to think about it
anymore. I could bury my head in the sand and pretend that
this project never existed. But I guess I don’t have that option
anymore, I already know too much, how could I be allowed
to live?
There was a knock on my door; maybe that was them
now, I thought, but I answered it anyway. It was Tracy. “Oh,
hi Millie, you’re home, what happened?” she asked.
“A little work accident, just sprained.”
“We were having a legalization party over at the Gales;
we were wondering if you wanted to come along?”
I almost said no, but then, why not. “Sure, but I thought
that wasn’t going to take effect until next year?” I said.
“Yeah, but we’re celebrating anyway.”
“Usually I’m on call at night, but for obvious reasons, not
tonight. Let me get changed and I’ll be right there.”
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“Great,” she said. A few minutes later, I met her in front
of her apartment.
“I’m getting used to this thing; hopefully I’ll be able to
keep up.” The big bunch of us, mostly girls with our token
semi gay guy, were off down the street walking through the
Bell Hill neighborhood towards The Gales, which was a small
bar and neighborhood hangout frequented by local residents.
“Steve just applied for his license, so he’s closed off the
party room for just us locals so we can have our first almost
legal pot party.”
“Sounds cool,” I said. The place was in an old house with
the party room in the converted carriage house in the back.
Tracy made the introductions.
“Hey Steve, this is my friend, Millie, she’s my neighbor
and a really cool ex-CIA agent, she beat the crap out of
Belinda’s abusive boyfriend once and scared him all the way
back to Iowa.”
“I think that falls under the category of TMI, Tracy,” I
said.
“CIA?” Roland, the guy the girls call semi-gay, said.
“You’re about the coolest dressed CIA agent I’ve ever seen.”
“Thanks,” I said. “We used to call it urban camo,”
referring to my grunge style outfit.
We seated ourselves around one of the hookahs that sat in
the middle of a large round table. Tracy was not at all shy
about getting it started, but soon we were all pulling on it like
a bunch of hungry zombies with a brain filled Sippy cup.
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I sat next to Diana, and Roland sat next to me.
“Would you ladies like anything to drink?” Steve asked. I
ordered a bloody Mary.
“Did you ever do this before?” Diana asked me.
“You mean smoke weed?” I said. “A few times, once with
a Navajo named Tony Crowe in his grandfather’s cliff
dwelling.”
“That’s so cool,” Roland said.
“I went on a pretty trippy vision quest that night.”
“Do not get too carried away at first until you get used to
it, this stuff can be pretty potent,” Steve said.
I didn’t really notice anything at first, but soon I was
giggling like a school girl at a dirty movie.
Roland’s hand hit my thigh and bumped into the i-walk
strap. “Oh sorry,” we both said at the same time. “I should
take that off.” I fumbled with the strap, giggling; I pulled it
off and tucked it behind the back of the booth when Roland
got up to help pass the drinks around.
“So why do you call Roland semi-gay?” I asked Diana.
“He’s not really gay, but we tease him because he’s not
into that whole macho man thing. So, he likes to hang with us
women.”
“Oh, I was just wondering, because he was feeling the
crap out of my thigh just now.”
“Hey, go for it, girl; I don’t think he’s ever screwed a CIA
agent before.”
“Ex-CIA, and they just lent me. I was really in the Army.”
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“Well, don’t tell him that,” she giggled, which set me off
also.
“Hey, what are you girls giggling about?” Roland asked
when he sat back down.
I leaned up against him, squishing my breast into his
shoulder, “I was telling Diana that I hope you’re not really
gay.”
“You’re a very fit girl,” he said. “I like girls with
muscles.”
Steve came back with some audio equipment. “Yes,
karaoke!” Diana said. “Let me out.” Roland and I pushed our
way out so that Diana could get to the machine.
“No, I think Millie should go first,” Tracy shouted.
“Yes, new girl always goes first,” the others began.
“Wait,” I said, “you didn’t tell me that,” I protested.
“Too late! Can’t get out of it now,” Tracy said.
“Okay, okay,” I finally conceded. “Do you have Zombie
by the Cranberries?” I asked Steve. “This is for my old squad,
being somewhere where we weren’t supposed to be, doing
things that we weren’t supposed to be doing.”
The song started. I pushed through the fear and went for
it, hoping that they were just as wrecked as I was, so my
singing didn’t matter.
In my head, I nailed it.
When the song was over and I looked over at the table,
there was dead silence. A wave of fear passed through me. It
was so bad they had no idea what to say.
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“Wow,” Tracy said. “That was amazing; I didn’t know
you could sing.”
“Neither did I,” I said.
There were three men in dark suits at the door that came
walking towards me.
“Oops,” I said.
“Ms. Millicent Willard?” the first man asked.
“Yes, I’m Millie Willard,” I confirmed.
“We’re with the Secret Service, could we talk to you
outside for a moment?”
“Oh sure,” I turned to the others, “I’ll be back shortly,
guys. I hope.”
“It’s okay, we just wanted to ask you some questions.”
“Okay, always willing to do what I can. Shoot. I mean,
no, not really shoot, but.” It was real hard to keep from
giggling uncontrollably.
“Not what we were expecting from the most dangerous
woman in the world.”
“Actually, I think that’s Rosie O’Donnell.” The man
speaking couldn’t keep back his laughter any longer.
“What did you do to your foot?”
“Oh that, my Dolores O’Riordan impersonation went a lot
better than my Jason Bourne impersonation. I jumped out of a
third floor window; the awning over the lobby doesn’t work
as well as a net as they do in the movies.”
“Somehow, I don’t think we have to worry,” the man in
the middle said.
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“No, what is it?” I asked.
“Well, there have been a lot of rumors and accusations
flying around that you are planning on assassinating our
newly elected president. You are a registered Democrat,
aren’t you?”
“What? Wait, yes, I am a Democrat, but I can assure you
that I have no plans to assassinate President Trump.”
“But you’ve gotten emails.”
“Yes, that is true, I’ve received numerous emails from
both sides, some demanding that I do it. Others threatening
me because people were convinced that I was planning to, so
much so that I changed my email address to get away from
them. I’ve even gone to the police and the FBI.”
“We know, Ms. Willard.”
“What can I do to make you understand that I will do
whatever I have to do to make you and the nation and The
President comfortable that I am no threat? Even if I have to
go back to prison during the duration of the presidency, so
that no one will need to worry.”
“I assure you that will not be necessary, but we have to
follow up on these things.”
“I understand,” I said.
“You can go back to your friends now.”
“Great singing by the way,” the third man said.
“Thank you.” I went back inside.
Something about the Secret Service showing up put a
serious downer on the party.
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“What was that all about?” Roland asked.
“That was the secret service, they were checking on a
rumor that I was going to assassinate President Trump.”
“Are you shitting me?” Tracy said.
“Those guys aren’t known for their sense of humor when
it comes to presidential security, so no, I don’t think they
were shitting me.”
“Wait, let me get this straight; they came all the way here
just to check on you because they were afraid of you?” Tracy
asked.
“Who are you?” Roland asked.
“Millie Willard,”
“I mean…” He continued.
I looked down at the table, tears starting to form because I
knew I would never get away from the past. “You may know
me better as Skank, three years ago, the siege on Washington
DC?”
“No way,” Roland backed away slightly, but enough that
I got the message.
I plopped my head down on the table and started crying
for real.
“Whoa, what’s going on here?” Steve asked.
I sat up, “Every time people find out who I really am,
everybody treats me like I’m contaminated or something.”
“No, no, it’s just so hard to believe; we just don’t think
that a person who could do that would be like you. …That
didn’t come out right. I mean –”
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“That’s the whole point about being a secret agent,
someone people won’t notice. But I just want to be a normal
person, someone people can feel okay around. I don’t want to
be different.”
Roland came back and held me; I sat up and rubbed my
eyes.
“Wow,” Diana said. “This is like finding out your best
friend is a werewolf.”
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Chapter 25:
I slept better than I had in ages; maybe partly it was the
weed, but it was also very nice to not get bothered in the
middle of the night with one of Cali’s special projects. I
spoke too soon, however: the phone was ringing.
“Hello?” It wasn’t Cali.
“Millie Willard, this is Dr. Grey.”
“Yes Doctor.”
“Listen, I know things have been a bit crazy for you
lately.”
“Sorry Doctor, I guess I…”
“Nonsense, that was totally our fault. We should not have
loaned you out like that. You’re such an amazing woman that
we sometimes forget that you’re not super girl. So, we want
you to take that job with the ME’s office, its perfect.”
“I don’t understand, I thought you needed me back at
Sage?”
“No, we’ve already shifted your clients to the Jersey
office. Sage will just have to get along without you for a
while. No Millie, you’re kind of high profile, and you make
people nervous.”
“I know, I got a visit from the Secret Service yesterday.”
“Don’t worry about that, already taken care of. That
wasn’t a chance meeting with the assistant ME the other day.
So, take the job, it will be high profile enough so that people
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can track you, but not high enough to draw too much
attention. You’ll be an asset to their team; I know you can do
it. I let them know you’ve had experience with the FBI. Now
get going, they have a case to solve – and just so you know,
weed isn’t legal in New York yet, so keep the pot parties to a
minimum, okay.”
“Is there anything you don’t know about?”
“A few things, but I’ve got Cali working on them.” He
hung up.
I was really going to hate moving. I had friends here; I
mean real friends that actually liked me back, or at least they
did before they found out who I really was. I gave Tracy my
TV and stereo. Everything else I owned fit in the duffle bag,
and the furniture was still rented by Sage. I loaded my car and
gave Tracy one last hug. “Tell the others bye for me,” I said.
Next thing I hear is a door slamming and Belinda running out
of her apartment.
“What’s happening, you’re not moving, are you?”
“I got fired, I can’t stay.”
“Oh no, what are we going to do without you? Who’s
going to keep us safe?”
“Just remember what I said about dating, no one you can’t
kick the shit out of.”
“I’m afraid I can’t beat up a mouse,” Bee said.
“Look at you, you’re strong, just take some defense
classes, you’ll be breaking boards in no time.”
“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Tracy said.
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“Thanks,” I said and gave Bee a hug.
The drive to New York was long and lonely. Why is it
that I’m so dense when it comes to making friends; I never
seem to realize that it’s happening until it’s too late. I thought
the one good thing about civilian life would be staying in one
place and getting to know people; apparently not so for me.
Mark Trevor, the assistant ME that I met on the train, was
happy to see me. “When I spoke with you on the train I had
no idea you came with such an impressive resume. You have
everything from military training, map reading, surveillance,
computers, and even crime scene experience from the FBI.
They spoke quite highly of you.”
“And here I thought they didn’t like me.”
“There are several notes here, however. One from the FBI
that says don’t get her drunk, and another from the transit
authority requesting that you stay clear of public restrooms.
Do you know what that’s about?”
“Kind of a long story, but everything should be fine as
long as they can maintain the ladies’ rooms in good
operational condition.”
“I’ll remember that.”
It was 5:30 AM the next morning when we arrived at my
first investigation. Despite being mid spring, the morning was
cool and crisp with wisps of cold fog clinging to the salt
marshes around the Wards Island water treatment plant. I was
behind the camera, same way I was with the FBI, only this
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time wearing an NYPD Crime Scene Unit blue jacket over
my usual urban camo grunge outfit.
Inspector Joshua Suko called out, “Careful where you
step, guys, there are body parts all over this area.”
“Is that a leg? Get a shot of this.” Yes, that was most of a
lower leg, no pants or shoes. “Looks to be a young man, dark
skinned,” the finder said.
“Looks to be Middle Eastern,” I said.
“Let’s not make any conclusions yet Millie, we don’t
want to get led down the wrong path,” Suko said.
The light bulb finally turned on inside my head. “Oh
fuck,” Grey, you bastard! What are you trying to do to me? I
knew exactly what this was, because I caused one near
Boston. Was this a test?
“What was that, Millie?”
“Sorry, I know, don’t speculate.”
“No, if you’ve got something, let us know.”
“It’s just that I’ve seen this before.” Okay, I could be
getting myself into big trouble.
“Got a head over here, definitely middle eastern,” another
searcher said. I carefully threaded my way over, getting video
of wood splinters and body parts along the way. “Get a good
shot of this,” I was told.
Suko said, “Get Trevor on the phone, patch in the video, I
want him to see this.”
I got the blue tooth sync between the tablet and the
camera up, Suko got Trevor on Facetime. “So, you were
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saying, Millie?”
“It looks like a bomb factory explosion, the kind I saw in
Afghanistan,” I lied.
“If you say so, but what is the sense of setting it off here,
so far away from anything?”
“By the looks of things, it didn’t appear to be intentional.”
I started the video so that Trevor could watch.
“I think she’s right.”
“Got another head over here,” someone in the distance
shouted.
“Don’t move anything.” Suko called. “Map everything
out first, then we can start gathering pieces to determine who
and how many.”
Trevor continued, “Other cities have been seeing this;
Boston, Philly, one in Jersey, even out west in the LA area.”
“But it doesn’t make any sense; in all of them it appears
the bombs go off prematurely, as in this case,” Suko said.
“Did we suddenly get a whole rash of very clumsy
terrorists?”
“We knew that once the new administration went into
office we would see a rise in activity. The Islamic state was
threatening action even right after the election. But why are
they all detonating prematurely?” Suko asked.
“So far there is no hard evidence, only speculation,”
Trevor said.
“Which is?” I asked.
“That they are using a new, more potent formula that
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appears stable, but becomes unstable when they try to mix it;
either that, or as my colleague from Boston puts it, divine
intervention.”
No, not divine, I said to myself, just Dr. Grey, and another
one of Willy Grummond’s inventions.
We spent the first part of the day surveying,
photographing and mapping the entire scene. Next came
gathering body parts and little pieces of debris. Each one had
to be bagged and marked with the location on the map. Once
back in the lab, it would be a matter of putting the bodies and
the little wooden shed at the scene back together. Of
particular importance was the device itself.
“I can’t make sense out of this piece right here, it appears
to be a pile of nuts and bolts that don’t really go to anything,”
one of the techs in the lab said.
“For use as shrapnel in the bomb?” I asked.
“That would make sense, but look at the blast pattern, it’s
very weak and all on one side.”
“I’m guessing that the device went off before the shrapnel
was placed in the container.”
“Okay, but in most of the other incidents, except Boston,
the detonation occurred after the metal bits were added.”
“Why would that make a difference?” I asked.
“Well, the working theory was that there was something
in the metal pieces that reacted with the explosive.”
“Was there any other metal?”
“Not that we could find, the bucket was plastic.”
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By the end of the day the chemical analysis came back
with nothing unusual, and the two bodies were mostly pieced
together, but still no identification.
“The thing that worries me,” Suko was saying, “is that all
these people are getting in and getting this far. Someday our
luck is going to run out and one of these bombs is going to
make it to a populated area.”
I wanted to tell him not to worry, that Dr. Grey and his
crew have everything under control, but even if I were
allowed to, I wasn’t quite convinced that he did have
everything under control.
That night I was again allowed to crash in a small lounge
room upstairs because I did not yet have a place to stay.
But for tonight, this was a good thing; it allowed me
access to the police database, which meant that I could look
up the latest on my two reporter friends without using Cali or
the old CIA databases. Hopefully that meant they wouldn’t be
tracking my searches.
The police database still put their address in White Plains,
and a cell phone trace put them at home. It wasn’t too late for
a quick trip up to White Plains. Like them, I wanted to know
what was in that file that they were so desperate to get. If it
contained information about Graybeard or Dr. Grey’s
certainty project, then life for me and probably a lot of other
Americans was over. If it was not about Dr. Grey, then there
was some other mad scientist run amok, but I had nothing to
worry about.
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It took an hour and a half to get to White Plains because
of rush hour traffic. Their place was in a brick apartment
building on the third floor; there was a note in the lobby
saying that they were looking for a roommate. I knocked on
the door. My old friend Brent Sanger answered.
“Hi, I hear you have a room to rent.”
“What the fuck? Not you!” he protested. I brushed past
him and walked inside.
“Well if it isn’t our favorite creature of the night,” Todd
said. “What happened to your leg?”
“Oh, that? Work injury. So, about that room?”
“You want a room?” Todd asked.
“Yes, I do, I work for the ME’s office now,” I showed
him my badge.
“No fucking way!” Brent said.
“Hey, I’m clean and quiet, what could go wrong?”
“Yeah and how many people have you killed this
month?” Brent asked.
“Not many; with the propensity you guys have for getting
yourselves into trouble, you could use some protection.”
“You threatened us to stay away or we could get killed
last time we met, remember?”
“See, I’m just looking out for you,” I told them, playing
innocent.
“She’s got a point, Brent,” Todd said.
“You can’t be serious?”
“Why not, that way we could keep an eye on her.”
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“I can’t believe you’re actually considering this.”
“You know you left your friend Ravi in a world of hurt,” I
interjected.
“Oh, here it comes; I knew she wasn’t serious about the
room.”
“I’m quite serious about the room, you guys may bicker
like an old married couple but I trust you guys, you’re fair
and reasonably honest. I was just wondering why you weren’t
grilled by the FBI like I was regarding that hack attempt.
Senator Grayson was one of my old company’s clients.”
“What do you mean ‘old clients’?”
“Come on, you knew I was working for Sage, Grayson
was another Sage client.”
“We heard that Grayson was killed by a sniper, not by a
hacker,” Todd said.
“Yeah, but what if they think there is a connection?”
“Why are you telling us this?” Brent asked.
“I told you, Grayson was a client, I’m the person who
stopped Ravi and disabled his computer.”
“I still don’t understand?” Todd said.
“Ravi told me all about you guys, right after I told him I
could revive his dead computer.”
“Yes, and she also killed our chance to get that file.”
Brent said.
“File? What file?” I asked.
“Fuck, she did it again,” Brent yelled. “Just go, get out of
here!”
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“Simple question, what about the room?”
“No, no way, you’re about the weaseliest person that I
know, there is no way I can possibly trust you.”
Todd took me by the shoulders, “Look Millie, it’s not that
we don’t love you, you’re the nicest CIA assassin that we
know, but I’m thinking that it would be best if we not rent
you that room.”
“Well, okay. But if you’re still interested in that file, I can
get you past the Sage firewall.”
Brent groaned, “Oh great, we’re all going to die.”
Todd’s face lit up. “Are you serious?”
“Yes I am.”
“What about the people you work for?” Brent asked.
“I got fired, remember?” I replied.
“I mean the other people you work for?”
“They had to let me go because I was in prison,” I
reminded them.
“What do you mean, in prison?” Todd said.
“You knew I was in prison; you wrote an article about it,
‘Acquitted and Still Guilty,’ remember? Nice article, by the
way.”
“That was three years ago, so no more CIA and no more
assassinations?”
“Nope; what, did you think that I was making it all up
about working for the crime scene unit and needing a room?”
“Yes,” Brent said.
Todd went to the table and opened the laptop. “I’m ready
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if you are.”
“Is that computer expendable, and did you cover the
camera and disable the microphone?”
“What do you mean?”
I held up the picture of Ravi on my phone.
“Fucking shit, this is 1984 for sure,” Brent lamented.
“Brent, we are 33 years past 1984,” I said. Brent tore a
corner off a sticky note and stuck it to the camera. “What we
need is an expendable computer with no personal
information, disabled camera and microphone, and a public
internet space.”
“Those things are expensive.”
“You can get a used one for $50 bucks; it doesn’t have to
be fast.”
“Well I can’t get that stuff tonight.” Brent protested.
“You guys collect it and I’ll meet you here, or in a public
place, when you are ready.”
“You’re sure about this, no tricks?”
“I can’t guarantee we’ll get the file, the server may not
even be up anymore, but no tricks.”
“Okay, it’s a deal,” Todd said. Brent rolled his eyes.
“So, about that room, if you just let me couch surf tonight
it’ll save me from having to go back out tonight.”
“You, the most dangerous woman in the country, are
afraid of going out after dark?” Brent asked.
“Hey, it’s a hostile world out there.”
“She is injured, Brent,” Todd pointed out.
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“Okay already, there’s a futon in the other room, just pile
the stuff on the bookcase.”
“Are you hungry? We were going to get Chinese. I’ll
even buy,” I said. “Almond chicken sounds good.”
“She’s just moving right in,” Brent said.
“Do you guys have a bathroom?”
“Down the hall, first right. But if I hear one complaint
about the toilet seat you’re out of here.”
Yuck. After seeing the bathroom, maybe rooming here
isn’t such a good idea.
That evening, dinner consisted of almond chicken egg
rolls and arguing.
“I don’t get why you’re agreeing to this.” Brent was
badgering Todd.
“Brent, that file is important, you know that.”
“I’m not talking about the file; I’m talking about her,
staying here.”
“I don’t think she’s a bad person.” Todd said.
“She kills people,” Brent claimed.
“Killed people, past tense, it was her job,” Todd insisted.
“Okay, okay, let’s say she’s not doing that anymore, she’s
still a hundred thirty pounds of bottled chaos, and we have no
idea what’s going to pop into her head from one minute to the
next.”
“She could also be a pretty good ally if she’s willing to be
on our side,” Todd argued.
“How do you tell?”
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“Tell what?” Todd asked.
“How could you ever tell whose side she was really on
from one moment to the next? Don’t forget our first meeting,
we had the evidence in the bag and she took it right out from
under our noses. I’m sorry, Todd, that’s not easy to forget. I
mean, she violated freedom of the press.”
“I’d like to think that’s why she’s helping us now.”
“I don’t think she’s really the good person you think she
is.” Brent stated.
“Yes, I know that was wrong, but she admitted it was
wrong. I have faith in her, okay? I can’t explain it, I just don’t
think that she’s evil.”
“I really hope your faith doesn’t get us killed,” Brent
muttered.
After dinner I went to bed, and nodded off to the dulcet
music of Brent and Todd, bickering like old hens. The truth
was, there was something strangely comforting about it.
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Chapter 26:
The next day at work it was off to more normal things,
like murders and accidents. The mysterious bomb explosion
was in the hands of the lab guys now. We were currently
under an overpass mapping out the body of an older man
dead under a pile of papers. I wonder who it was that decided
that a certain percentage of the population was garbage to be
tossed aside. The man was wearing torn jeans, a dark brown
sweater, a green military style coat and a Viet Nam vet
baseball hat. To be honest, I did not know if the man really
was a vet or just picked up the hat at a thrift store, but that
didn’t stop my heart from breaking. Cold, alone and cast
aside like the used papers that half covered him; what was it
that was broken in the human soul that allowed this to
happen? Within a quarter mile radius rose billions of dollars
of corporate steel and glass, yet this man dies alone and
unwanted. Early on in our existence upon the earth, we told
God that we wanted to be gods instead of him. In my opinion,
we are doing a pretty piss poor job of it.
“Ms. Willard, come on! Pictures, get some pictures. You
act like you’ve never seen a dead man before.”
“No Mr. Suko, I don’t think I’ve ever really looked
before,” I said, and continued with my work. We were done
before lunch and headed back.
I grilled the lab people on the bomb explosion, but did not
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find out any additional information. I needed to call Cali to
see if I could figure out what Dr. Grey was thinking by
sending me here, to work on the investigation into one of our
own operations.
I got a plain prepackaged sandwich from the cafeteria that
I had no plans to eat and called Cali.
“Hi Cali,” I said.
“What’s up, Millie?” she replied.
“Did you know that I would be investigating one of our
own hits when Dr. Grey gave me this job?” It was kind of a
rhetorical question, seeing that Dr. Grey seems to know
everything.
“I believe so, yes.”
“So, what was he thinking, how am I supposed to look
surprised?”
“Well, you can’t tell them the truth if that’s what you’re
thinking.”
“I kind of figured that out. But what am I supposed to
do?”
“Find out what they’re thinking, theories, conjecture,
whatever. We know what the official reports say, but what are
the investigators doing and saying that doesn’t make it into
the report?”
“They’re mostly baffled. The working theory is that they
are using a different formula explosive that appears stable,
but becomes unstable when mixed with the container and the
shrapnel.”
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“Okay, reasonable, given the data,” Cali responded.
“But I don’t think that there is anyone who really believes
it at this point.”
“I see,” Cali said.
“But I did not hear of any working theories to replace it
with. All I know is with the number of incidents increasing
and the team being pushed for results, we could shortly see
increasingly improbable scenarios start popping up.”
“Give us a call if you hear anything new.”
“You got it,” I said then disconnected.
They’re worried, I said to myself. I’m surprised they
didn’t think this part through, like what happens when our
footprints start becoming too big to hide?
I called Willy. “Hi, Willy, haven’t heard anything
recently, how’s everything going? I was just lonely, but I
didn’t want to seem that desperate.”
He laughed. “How the leg healing?”
“It’s coming along, but another week, according to the
doctor, before I can start walking on it. Can’t wait! I’m
getting pretty good at this i-walk thing, but it’s still a pain to
deal with. What’s happening with the drone attack on
Grayson?”
“The case is dragging; I don’t think that they are ready to
connect our drone with the death of Senator Grayson. Our
drone was a military prototype, but it looks like its command
codes were hacked, so tracing the source may not be
conclusive to finding the culprit. So far we’ve only been able
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to trace some of the components.”
“What ever happened with the hacking of the Senator’s
server issue?”
“That was dropped; they believe there was no
connection.”
“So, is the server back online yet?”
“No, not yet, the paperwork needs to be completed and
the FBI seems to be dragging its feet.”
“How are you doing, did they stick you back in the lab
yet?”
“Yeah, it’s not as exciting as running around in the field,
but that’s just not the same without you.”
“Sorry I can’t be there.”
“Me too, Rexy is getting hungry again.”
“You know that makes me crazy.” I answered.
“Sorry, I got to get going, people are waiting for me.”
“Oh, sorry, I’ll talk to you later.”
Shit, can’t get to the server until it’s back online. We’ll
probably only get one shot at this; using the dragon’s own fire
against it is too dangerous to do retries.
I called Todd, “Hey, dude.”
“That you, Millie?”
“Yup, listen; no hurry on the equipment, the server is not
back online yet. What I’m going to do will work, but it’s also
risky; I don’t want to have to try too many times.”
“Okay, but we’re still counting on you to come through
for us.”
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“Hey, if I wasn’t going to help I would have just bailed.”
That afternoon it was off to another human tragedy. I
don’t know why I thought I would be okay with this; I guess I
haven’t been sufficiently desensitized yet, but I wasn’t sure
that I wanted to be.
After the afternoon of pictures and video and enough
depression to get Mary Poppins to write a suicide note, I was
sitting on the curb with my head in my hands, staring off into
space. I needed a drink, a pint of Ben and Jerry’s, or sex. I
gave Willy Grummond another call.
“Hey Millie, what’s up, miss me already?”
“I was just feeling bad for Rexy.”
“Oh, he’s been wasting away to a frazzle, where are you?
I’ll come get you,” he said.
“I’m in New York, but I could get a commuter to
Norwalk if that makes things easier.”
“Great, I’ll meet you at the train station. Give me a call,
and let me know what train you’re on.”
“That sounds wonderful,” I said and disconnected.
“Hey Millie, you okay? This job isn’t getting to you, is
it?” Suko said.
I looked up into his face. “I thought after the Army I
could handle anything, but this normal life thing is harder
than it looks.”
“Everybody goes through this, Millie, I could give you
the speech about not getting emotionally attached, but that
doesn’t really do any good. Most people find a way to turn it
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off during the day. Some people can never get used to it.”
“Intellectually, I get it. It’s just the rest of my brain is not
so easy to convince.”
“Some people just can’t do it; you gave it a try. If you
decide you want out, just let me know. No shame, really, a lot
of people try and don’t make it. Hell, it probably means that
you’re more normal than the rest of us.”
Normal, there’s something I’ve never been accused of
before, I thought.
“I’ll keep at it for now; I think I just need some
distraction.”
“Okay, just as long as it’s not liquid distraction. I’ve seen
too many people go that route. It never works.”
“Thanks boss.” He helped me to my feet.
Suko let me skip the debriefing, so I caught the 4:33 train
out of Grand Central, which arrives in East Norwalk at 5:41; I
gave Willy a call, to let him know.
There is something a bit surrealistic about riding on a
train; they seem so much more disconnected from reality than
any other mode of transportation, riding through the
underbelly of the city without stopping, just gliding past,
seemingly unaffected by the drama that chokes the life out of
the real world. I was mesmerized into a semi catatonic state
by the time I reached Norwalk, but the sight of Willy walking
towards me snapped me out of it and I rushed to him, giving
him a huge hug and kiss.
“Millie, hi.” He seemed a little overwhelmed by my
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enthusiasm. It wasn’t enough. I wanted to feel his hands on
me right then and there. I took his hand in mine and pressed it
to my breast and kissed him again.
“Millie, wow you feel good, I don’t think I’ve ever been
greeted like that before.”
I whispered into his ear. “I’m glad I was your first.”
It was amazing how much just feeling his hands on me
improved my mood, and the thought that there was a man on
this planet who loved me, even as messed up as I was.
When I buckled myself into the passenger seat of his new
Prius C, I flashed on a very strange scene. Willy and Millie,
married with kids, and all those normal life things that go
along with it. And it wasn’t a nightmare, I felt like I wanted
it. I wanted to be a part of a family, watching kids grow up,
watching life move and change around us in an orderly
fashion, and most of all being loved in a warm, constant
sharing of life, instead of a random drive-by-shooting kind of
way. I wanted it, and in that one instant I saw it all; hubby
Willy picking me up after my work, picking the kids up, a
boy and a girl, from daycare, a house in the burbs where
Willy designed his crazy inventions from his home office,
and where the only chaos was with the kids around the supper
table. Was this what the biological clock thing looks like?
“Willy?” I asked. “Do you think I’d make a good mom?”
If it wasn’t for his new car’s lane change sensor he would
have taken out a speed limit sign. “Where did that come
from? You’re not…”
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“Pregnant? No, we used the rubber things remember?”
“I know we did, but what about, you know, others, like
the Navajo kid.”
“Tony Crowe? We didn’t do anything, we spent the night
with his grandfather getting high.”
“And that reporter guy?”
“Todd? No way, besides Brent would probably kill him if
he even thought about touching me. How you know about
them?”
He stumbled. “You talked about them, remember, in
Washington. You said you thought Todd kind of liked you.”
“There’s a big difference between kind of like and
making love. Besides, plopping down to go at it in the middle
of a war zone when the whole city was after us, wasn’t top on
our priority list. Willy, you were my first and you are still my
only.”
This time, instead of trusting the car to take over for him,
he pulled off into a turnout.
“Please forgive my paranoia, but I still have a tough time
accepting that a woman as intelligent, interesting, strong, and
as absolutely gorgeous as you could possibly like being
around me.” His eyes were misting up as he spoke.
“And I still have a tough time accepting that I could be all
those things to anyone. But I think the word is love.”
“You are all that and more, so much more; a friend, an
advisor, a trusted ally, and the most perfect lover I could
possibly imagine. And just so you know, I think you’d make
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an absolutely killer mom. The PTA wouldn’t dare piss you
off.”
I barked out an involuntary laugh. “Hey, I can be
reasonable.”
“It’s not you being reasonable that’s the issue, the issue is
what happens when other people are not reasonable.” Willy
started the car and pulled back out onto the road. “Now let’s
go home, have a nice home cooked meal, watch the news like
a normal couple, and then have the best sex two people have
ever had in the history of the world.”
“I like that plan,” I said.
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Chapter 27:
It was just getting light when Willy pulled up in front of
the East Norwalk train station. I got out and went around to
his side of the car to say goodbye. Willy got out, took me
under the armpits, spun me around up against the car, slipped
his hands inside my denim jacket and gave me a full on, open
mouthed, total tongue kiss, while massaging my breasts. Then
he let me go and said, “Have a nice day honey.”
“You too baby,” I answered back and headed for the
platform.
It was standing room only as the train pulled away from
the station. I was squeezed between the full array of people
from business suits to blue collars, but that was real life, all
different kinds of people all pushed together without any
regard for how different their world views were. Crime scene
tech wasn’t such a bad job. Probably didn’t pay as much as
the union sanitation worker whose beer belly was pressed
against the small of my back, but still, it was a good job.
Maybe in deference to Brent and Todd, I could go a whole
month without killing anyone. Then the headline I happened
to see on someone’s tablet tore me away from my fantasy life,
‘Alleged Head of New York’s Russian Mafia Murdered.’
There was no doubt in my mind that somehow Dr. Grey was
involved. There could be no thought of a normal life on my
present course.
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Inspector Suko’s team, which I was a member of, was not
the one that investigated the Mafia man’s demise. We were in
an old foundation hole, digging up a body that had been there
a while. Thank the Lord that it had been there long enough
that there was no smell.
Back at the lab, the investigators were still puzzling over
the premature detonation of the bombs.
“We’re living on borrowed time, guys, at some point
those guys are going to figure it out, and those bombs are
going to start making it through to populated areas,” Suko
pushed his team.
“Why so many?” I asked.
“So many what?” one of the lab assistants asked.
“Bombs and bombers? In my old job I used to be well
versed in the terrorism thing, and there was what, maybe one
or possibly two a year. Now what does your data say?”
“Six in the entire country so far this year,” the lab
assistant said.
“Probably the republicans’ fault,” Suko said.
“I don’t understand.”
“The Islamic State was overjoyed at Trump’s victory over
Clinton. They predicted that it was a sign of the end of the
USA and their victory, so they are doing everything to make
it a self-fulfilling prophecy.”
“Okay, but what about the new vetting system?” I asked.
“It doesn’t appear to be working,” Suko answered.

278

At this rate, how long was it going to be before someone
would deduce that the detonation of these explosives had to
be intentional? That would turn the investigation in an
entirely new direction. Which begs the question, what would
the one who caused that detonation be charged with?
According to the law, it would have to be murder; or could it
be called self-defense, or the defense of others? The threat
was not immediate but it would be no less certain. The next
question, of course, is whether Dr. Grey’s whole predictive
analysis method is truly illegal? Of course, the people will
say that it is an invasion of privacy, but is it legal? The
algorithm only looks at the outward signs of a person’s
activity. One could argue that all the information is public,
not private, there are companies now that are continually
monitoring everyone’s online activity. That has not yet been
deemed a privacy violation.
My phone rang; it was Todd. “I’m pretty sure that the
Grayson server is back online. I called into his office, and I
was able to ask them for data that wasn’t available before.”
“Okay,” I said. “When and where do you want to do
this?”
He texted me a name and an address, and said to meet
them there at 9:30, Saturday morning.
I texted back, “Got it, thanks.” The place was a coffee
house on Amsterdam Avenue near Columbia University.
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Chapter 28:
That morning I put on clean grunge. The i-walk was much
more comfortable when worn over jeans than leggings, so I
opted for my best distressed pair under a short tartan skirt,
with layered T’s and my skull and butterfly tank, and of
course my denim jacket to hide the Five Seven. I made sure I
had my cracker thumb drive and took the subway north to
Columbia U and the Sanctions Coffee House for a little
breakfast and hacking. The guys passed by in Todd’s Mini
Cooper looking for a parking space as I was crossing the
street to the coffee house – got to love public transit.
However, I was still waiting in line when they came in. I got
a mocha and a poppy seed bagel, the guys got banana muffins
and straight coffee. We found a corner booth away from the
window. I took off the i-walk to sit at the booth.
We waited for the old laptop to boot. “You’re sure about
this? There is no turning back once we pull that file.”
“Just get started,” Brent said. “You’re not going to talk us
out of it.”
I plugged the flash drive into the computer, and after a
few seconds a menu came up.
I pressed the check and reset button, ‘choose account.’
The account for Grayson loaded. I chose ‘check files’ then,
‘search files.’ “Do you have a file name?” I asked.
“Barnard,” Brent said.
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“What?”
“Barnard!” both Todd and Brent said.
“That’s what I thought you said.” But why was that not
the same file name that Ravi gave me?
“Then what is AlphaDogX?” I asked.
“Never mind that,” Brent said. “Just keep typing.”
“No, what is AlphaDogX?” I insisted.
“It was the Trojan the MIT guy gave us,” Todd said.
“What did you tell her that for?” Brent scolded, “and how
did you know about it?”
“She already knew about the Trojan, remember?” Todd
answered back.
“It was the file name that your friend Ravi gave us when
we questioned him,” I said. That meant that the FBI was
looking for the wrong file when they searched the server, and
why they didn’t find anything; and it could mean that we had
a much better chance that the Barnard file was still there.
I typed in the name; the file showed in the window, and
there were three options: ‘cancel,’ ‘check and sample,’ and
‘check and wipe.’ The selection that I chose next could
change my life forever. I seriously thought about choosing
‘check and wipe.’ I prayed and clicked on check and sample.
It took two agonizing seconds to complete. Then it was done,
I pushed exit without saving the changes. Back at the main
menu I chose ‘open sample as text.’
The file that opened was messy but readable. I turned the
computer to Todd and Brent. “There it is.”
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“That’s what I thought, this confirms it, Senator Bonnrich
did not murder Rea Maitland, but was set up to take the fall,”
Brent said.
“What is this CCS Project?”
“What!” I said, turning the screen to me.
“Grayson has evidence that someone named David Grey
arranged Maitland’s murder and the framing of Bonnrich to
cover up the CCS Project.”
“Holy fucking shit,” I said. I yanked the flash out of the
laptop and slammed it closed. “It’s time to go, guys, NOW!”
“But what--”
“Now, guys!” I stood, leaving the i-walk behind as I
limped on the stiff boot out of the coffee shop.
“What are you not telling us?” Todd begged.
“If we live long enough I’ll let you know, now come on,”
I insisted.
“Where are we going?”
“Do you have a news outlet ready to take this file?” I
asked.
“No, we’re freelance; you know that, we need to shop
around.”
“We’re not going to live that long.”
“Shit man,” Todd said, “I’ve never seen her scared
before.”
“Get in the back,” I pushed Brent into the backseat.
“You must have a favorite?”
“Our big stuff usually goes to MSNBC.”
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“This is big, go,” I yelled at Todd.
“I’m not going anywhere until you start talking,” Todd
said.
“You drive, I’ll talk. CCS stands for Certainty Cyber
Shield, it’s a basically an algorithm that compiles all the
computer information generated on a selected population.
From that information, it calculates the probability that
someone is going to do a particular action. That action could
be anything from buy cheerios to plant a bomb in a public
place.”
“Okay, that sounds like those ad tracers, so what?”
“True, similar algorithms are used all the time. However,
once someone is tagged with a high probability of a certain
unwanted action, like plant a bomb, the next action is to
disrupt their lives; could be anything from hacking their
personal data, cancelling their credit cards, loading their
computer with child porn and calling the police, or sending
me out to kill them. That was my job, and that’s how I know
about it.”
“Okay, that sounds a little worse. You said selected
population, how is that selected and who are they?”
“Are they profiling?” Todd asked.
“The selected population is everyone that is currently in
the United States.”
“Whoa wait, how is that possible? There is way too much
data!”
“It deals in probabilities. It starts out general, and those in
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the general category are ignored while those with a high
probability are focused on. The higher the probability, the
more data collected and the more scrutiny until the high
probability targets are selected. My other job was to bug high
probability targets. I hope you understand the ramifications of
what I’m telling you.”
“Oh shit, so that’s what you were doing when you
stopped us and planted the bug?” Todd asked.
“So, let me get this straight, if we hadn’t dropped the Hast
and Stricton action, you were supposed to kill us?” Brent
asked.
“Possibly; me or someone else. Okay, that’s true, I’m still
an evil person, but you’re still not getting the picture on how
powerful this new tool is. Grey can pick out any behavior he
does not like, find anyone in the country involved in that
behavior and have them dealt with.”
“Or have you deal with them,” Brent said.
“Wait a minute, why are you helping us then?” Todd
asked.
“Because I’m not the one who killed Senator Grayson, or
Rea Maitland, and I’m not the one who got Senator Bonnrich
blamed for Rea’s murder. When I took this job, it was
supposed to be about finding and eliminating terrorists, not
killing citizens because they knew too much.”
“So, the explosion in New York… that was you?” Todd
asked.
“No, I was the one in Boston, I don’t know who did the
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one in New York.”
“So, this Grey guy has other people like you working for
him.”
“Did I mention the killer drones?” I said.
“The what? Now you’re starting to sound like a raving
mad woman,” Brent said.
“Senator Grayson was killed by a drone, and I got this
sprained ankle from shooting down one of those drones.
Don’t you get it? This one guy can find and eliminate anyone
he wants to, and this memo proves that he’s eliminating
innocent people, even US senators who get in his way.”
“Okay, now I’m starting to understand, but drones?” A
string of bullets punched through the roof; Todd swerved
across two lanes into oncoming traffic. He yanked the wheel
and swerved back.
“What the fuck was that, someone shooting at us?”
Another string of bullets stitched through the car,
shattering the tempered glass sunroof. I unbuckled my
seatbelt, turned around, and looked through the sunroof; the
angry buzz of the drone could be heard clearly overhead. I
pulled the FN five seven, knelt backwards on the seat and
shot at one of the rotors; this one was better protected.
“What the hell is that?” Brent screamed.
“One of those drones you said couldn’t exist.” I took aim
at the camera lens, missed it twice, then hit. The drone still
flew, but now could not see to aim, so it started firing blindly.
But it was still tracking the car.
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“I thought you were a good shot?” Brent yelled.
“I took out the camera; does this car have one of those
GPS trackers?”
“Of course, it does,” Todd answered.
“Then that’s what it’s using to follow us, is there any way
to turn it off?”
“I don’t know. Just shoot the damn thing down,” Brent
shouted.
I took aim at a rotor. A more direct hit pierced the armor
and disabled the rotor, but it could still fly. Brent was yelling
at Todd that the street ahead was filled with traffic. Todd
jerked the wheel, sending the car onto a sidewalk, and down
some stairs into a park, bashing my ribs against the side of the
roof. I screamed, thinking that I was being ejected from the
car, but was smashed back down when the car hit the bottom
step.
My screams were echoed by the screams of the people on
the sidewalk. Todd swerved onto a less crowded sidewalk,
the drone still following and shooting wildly. I recovered my
position on the seat facing backwards and took a few more
shots at another rotor. I finally hit, sending the drone flipping
end over end onto the ground. Todd swerved again to miss a
pair of joggers, and went off the sidewalk down an
embankment and into some rocks. The combination of the
impact and airbag ejected me from the car onto the roof. I
rolled off the side and landed face down in the dirt next to the
car. The only part of me that did not hurt was my sprained
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ankle, protected by the boot. I could hear people and a
mounted patrolman rushing to the scene. I pretended to be
unconscious, because I did not want to deal with what was
coming next.
“Millie? Millie, are you okay?” It was Todd, he was out
of the car. “Someone call 911,” he yelled. He knelt next to
me.
“Is she dead?” Brent asked. I could hear the patrolman in
the background calling for the paramedics and backup. Brent
started to roll me over.
“Careful,” the officer said. “She could have a neck or
back injury.”
“I’ve got to see if she’s okay,” Todd said. “What if she’s
not breathing?”
“I’m okay,” I said as Todd looked down at me.
“Easy ma’am, you’ve been in an accident, just lay still,
help is on the way. Did you hit her with the car?” the
patrolman asked.
“No, man,” someone else said. “She was in the car
shooting at that thing. She got thrown out when the car hit the
rocks.”
“What thing?” the officer asked.
“Over there.”
“I saw the whole thing, Officer, that drone thing was
chasing the car shooting at them, and the woman was sticking
out the sunroof shooting back. I’m surprised she hit it.”
“Take it easy, help is on the way,” Todd said.
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More officers were arriving, because I could hear them
saying, “Stay back, people.”
I was now lying on my back; it hurt to try and move. “No,
Millie, don’t move,” Todd said.
Good plan. I thought.
There was a loud hissing noise and the crowd reacted.
“What happened?” I asked.
“The drone erupted in sparks and is now burning,” Todd
said.
“Probably a self-destruct,” I said.
Todd shushed me, “Just be still.”
A police officer looked down at me, “Can you tell me
your name?”
“Millie Willard,” I answered.
“Found a gun on the ground here,” someone else said.
“If it’s a five seven, it’s mine,” I said.
“You have a permit?” The mounted officer asked.
“Yes, I work for the ME’s office, badge is in my coat.”
He opened my coat and looked.
“You’re one of Suko’s people?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Was this about a case?” he inquired.
“No.”
“And those two guys?”
“Reporters,” I said. “I’ll answer all the questions you
want, a little later, okay?”
“Okay, I’m sure there will be a lot of people asking you
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questions,” the patrolman said.
“Hopefully I will be able to talk without hurting by then.”
Okay, maybe I was stretching the pain a little; I just didn’t
want to answer questions.
Mercifully, the paramedics arrived. “Take it easy guys,
she’s one of ours,” the mounted officer said.
I was immobilized, strapped down, and lifted into the
back of an ambulance. The next thing I remember is being in
a hospital bed.
“There you are.” I think it was the doctor, looking down
on me. “It looks like you’ve had a rather rough day.”
“Not one I want to do again for a while.”
“We’re going to take some scans for some possible
broken ribs, but other than that, it looks like mostly bumps
and bruises. But you should be okay.”
“Where are my clothes?”
“Don’t worry, they’re safe. You’re going to have to wait
until after the scans, then we can talk about what’s next.”
I didn’t have the strength to argue. I fell asleep again, and
woke up as they were wheeling me to the X-ray machine.
Everything was pretty much a jumble; it was hard to tell if I
was dreaming or if it was real, including the visit from Dr.
Grey and Wallace Grummond.
“I liked her, I really did, Willy, but I’m afraid she has
betrayed us,” David Grey said.
“I don’t understand, what did she do?” Willy asked.
“She sold us out to a couple of reporters,” Dr. Grey

289

answered.
“Why? There had to be a reason,” Willy said.
“Poor girl, I should have seen this coming – that she
would finally crack under the pressure. Our fault, we were
just asking too much of her.”
“I can’t believe it, there had to be some reason she would
do this.” Willy sounded confused and desperate.
“I know you loved her, but she betrayed us all. Did you
know she had sex with Cali?”
“What? No, she said I was her one and only.” The
crushing pain in his voice was the last thing I remember.
A nurse woke me up to take vitals and told me that I’m
being released soon. A doctor came in just before she
finished.
“Mildred Willard? I’m Doctor Morrison Keeler.”
“Millicent Willard, my first name is Millicent.” If there
was any name that I liked worse than Millicent, it was
Mildred.
“Well, Millie, it looks like all that’s wrong with you is
bumps and bruises; you’re going to hurt for a while, but no
permanent damage. You may have a cracked rib on your right
side, we couldn’t be sure from the scan, but either way it
should heal fine if you take it easy for a while; so no more
getting run over, okay?”
I wanted to tell him that I wasn’t run over, but then I
would have to explain the whole story and I didn’t want to get
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into it just yet. I’m sure that I would have to go over it
multiple times to all the people waiting outside.
“I’ll have your paperwork ready soon. In the meantime,
there are a lot of people waiting to talk with you,” the doctor
said and left the room. Todd and Brent ducked into the room.
“Guys, check my jacket pocket for the flash drive.”
Todd went to the tiny closet and started checking, “I’m
not finding it,” Todd said.
“Shit, then it wasn’t a nightmare,” I said.
“What wasn’t a nightmare? Don’t tell me it’s gone,”
Brent exclaimed.
“It’s gone,” I said. “Dr. Grey was here, gloated over me
and took it with him; I was hoping it was just a dream.”
“Are you shitting me, you lost it? You have no idea how
much we worked to get that file, what are we--”
“Okay, everybody out,” a big guy in a trench coat
demanded as he showed his NYPD badge.
“I don’t believe this,” Todd complained.
“Out!” the detective barked again. “Ms. Willard and I
have a lot to talk about.”
“Now, let’s start from the beginning,” the detective said.
“I got to pee,” I said, sat up, and staggered to the shared
bathroom. I was unable to come up with a convincing
believable lie, so this was going to have to be the truth,
however unbelievable that was.
“Better?” the man asked.
“Much,” I answered as I went to the closet and pulled out
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my clothes, took off the hospital gown and started dressing.
“Hey! Ms. Willard, I’m standing right here?”
“I’m listening,” I said, as I pulled up the panties.
“As I was saying, let’s start from the beginning.”
“I was at a coffee house with friends and--”
“Hold on, where were you?”
“Sanctions Coffee House.”
“And who were these friends?” he demanded.
“They’re freelance reporters that I knew from my old
job.”
“And what was this meeting about?”
“Something about a story they were working on, I didn’t
get the details.”
“And why did they come to you?”
“I don’t know if I’d call it a meeting, but they were
working on a story about the Grayson murder and thought
that I would have some information.”
“Why would you have information about the Grayson
murder?”
“I didn’t really, they just knew that Grayson was a former
client from my old job.”
“Which was?”
“I worked for Sage Internet Security; Grayson’s staff used
us as their security provider.”
“What did you tell them?”
“Just that the day before he was murdered, someone
attempted to hack into his server. I spoke with the FBI about
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it, but they didn’t think it was relevant.”
“Do you think it may have been relevant?”
“Well now, after being chased by a drone, yes, it could
have been relevant, but I didn’t know that was going to
happen at the time.”
“Wait a minute, chased by a drone?” He asked.
“You guys didn’t get the drone at the scene?”
“I’ll consider it, continue,” he said.
“Anyway, we come out of the coffee shop and--”
“Wait, what were the names of these reporters?”
“Todd Grimes and Brent Sanger, they were just here,
before you chased them out of the room.”
“Okay, so you come out of the coffee shop…?”
“We get into Todd’s car and we start getting strafed from
above by this drone. I stick my head out of the sunroof and
start firing back.”
“So, you’re driving down the street with your head out the
sunroof, shooting at a drone that’s chasing you and shooting
back?”
“That’s pretty much it. It chased us to the park where I
shot it down just before Todd crashed the car into some rocks.
And that is how I ended up here.”
“Witnesses said you were outside the car.”
“I got ejected by the airbag when the car hit the rocks.”
“Quite frankly I don’t believe a word you’re saying. So, if
you are ready, I’d like you to come down to the station to
answer some more questions.”
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“If you don’t believe me, then why ask me any more
questions? You probably won’t believe those either.”
“Because I’d like to compare your story with the story of
the two people who were in the car.”
“Okay, you’re right, I was walking in the park and
suddenly these guys just came driving through the park and
ran me over,” I told him.
“See now, I don’t believe that story either.”
“Well okay, give me a chance and I can make up another
one, see if you like that one better.”
“I don’t need a wise ass, just give me the truth.”
“I gave you the truth and you didn’t like it, so I’m just
trying to please you,” I replied.
“Come with me!”
“Am I under arrest?” I asked.
“I can do that if you like.”
“Well you’d better do that then. Because if not, I’m
leaving to go home.”
“All I would like is some cooperation,” he barked.
“Well, I gave you that and you called me a liar,” I
snapped.
“You have to admit that your story sounds pretty
farfetched.”
“Well that’s the problem with the truth, it’s not required
to sound believable.”
“Hey detective, what’s going on here?” It was Suko, who
had just entered the room and showed his identification to the
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detective.
“Sergeant Suko, what are you doing here?”
“I’m here to see if my CI tech is okay after the accident.”
“This is your CI tech?” the detective asked.
“Yes, what are you doing here, detective?”
“I’m questioning a suspect in a criminal hit and run case.”
“Suspect? I see no suspect here, I just see my CI tech. I
wanted to talk to her about the drone that was found at the
scene,” Suko told him.
“Drone, what drone?”
“According to the witnesses, she shot down a drone that
was chasing the car she was in just before the driver crashed
into some rocks inside the park. So what crime are you
charging her with?”
“I didn’t hear anything about any drone at the scene?”
“Perhaps you should read the CI report before you go
charging off making a fool out of yourself. Are you okay,
Millie?”
“Hurting a little, but I’ll be okay.”
“So, what happened?” Suko asked.
I retold the story. Suko looked over at the detective.
“Does that sound like the same story she gave you?”
“Pretty much,” he answered.
“Any reason you can think of why the drone would be
chasing you or the other two people in the car?”
“Yes, it has to do with a previous investigation.”
“Excuse me!” the detective spat.
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“How much do you know about the assassination of
Senator Grayson?” I asked them.
“So, you think that the same people that killed the senator
were after you?” Suko asked.
“Or they were after the two reporters,” I said.
“What part do they have in all this?” Suko asked.
“They believed that the senator had access to some very
important information that he was going to make public
before he was murdered. Because the reporters knew that I
used to work for an Internet security company, they asked me
if I know about the file and what was on it. That’s why we
were meeting at the coffee house.”
“Do you know what was on the file?”
“No, all I knew was that there was a hack attempt on
Grayson’s server the day before he was killed.”
“You didn’t tell me all that, Ms. Willard,” the detective
accused.
“Well, you didn’t believe the first part, so why would you
believe the second part?” I answered.
I asked Suko, “Do they have the drone in the lab?”
“Yes, they do, but unfortunately it burned up and we were
not able to get much data from it. I’d like you to look at it and
let me know if it’s the same as the drone you encountered in
Washington.”
“Similar in form and function; the FBI has the first one,
they said that it is more of a proto type. The one that I was
shooting at today was much more heavily armored. So, it is
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possible that it’s the same type, only this one is more of the
finished production model.”
“Okay, why don’t you take the rest of the day and get
some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Suko started to leave, “Oh boss, do you know what
happened to my Five Seven?” I asked.
“I thought that must have been yours. It’s a good thing
you had that, anything else would not have been able to
penetrate the armor. We’ll have it for you when you get back
tomorrow,” Suko turned and left.
“Any more questions, detective?” I asked him tiredly.
“I think that covers it. But you could have been more
forthcoming with the information.”
“And you could have believed me.” With that, the
detective left the room.
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Chapter 29:
I took a taxi home, and was able to get cleaned up and
changed; my plaid skirt, leggings and layered T’s were the
only things I had left clean. I gathered up the laundry to take
them down to the basement washers.
My hope of a normal future vanished like a dream on
waking. Dr. Grey had even turned Willy against me. What
more could anyone possibly do to me?
When I opened the door, there were two men standing
there; one had his hand raised to knock.
“Are you Millie Willard?”
“Yes I am.”
“Doctor Grey would like to see you at his place.”
“Why, what else could he possibly…” I gave up trying to
fight it. I set the laundry basket down, and grabbed my jacket
and keys.
Before I was let into the SUV, I was patted down for
weapons.
He didn’t say a word, just motioned me into the back seat
between him and another man who looked just like him. I sat
with my hands in my lap, looking straight ahead.
The first landmark I recognized was the George
Washington Bridge; after crossing, we immediately turned
north along the Hudson River. After only a few miles north,
we turned left into the parking lot of a late model two story

298

tech factory building.
The driver went around back and we went in a service
entrance. The inside looked like a normal shipping receiving
area. Not what I expected from Dr. Grey, the mad scientist. I
was led upstairs to an office facing the rear corner away from
the parking lot. The view out the window was mostly the
forest that surrounded the building on three sides. Dr. Grey
stood up from his large mahogany desk when we entered the
room.
“Thank you, gentlemen, that will be all,” he said.
“Are you going to be alright, Dr. Grey?” the henchman
asked.
“I’ll be fine; she’s not the evil killer people make her out
to be.” He waited for them to leave. “Please sit, I believe you
have a taste for iced mochas? I’ll have Ray bring some in.”
He tapped a button, “Okay Ray, thank you.”
“Please sit,” I did, staring at the floor. “You, Miss
Millicent Abigail Willard, are a very interesting person. Do
you know, for all the power of my machine, it could not
predict if you were going to betray me or not?”
“It shouldn’t have been that complicated,” I sneered,
thinking, just kill me and get this over with.
“Right, it seems I was missing an important piece of data.
You said some things that I had to check out. You said I was
killing people; predictably, you should not have objected to
that because you’ve done your own share of eliminating some
pretty despicable characters, but you did.”
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“What I...” I gave up trying to explain.
“I didn’t understand until you mentioned Grayson. So
now I need a clarification, what exactly are you objecting
to?”
“I’m objecting to the killing of people just because they
are finding out about your prediction machine.”
“I see, I should have known, you are so different, and my
machine couldn’t tag you. So, it couldn’t give me a good
response to your objections. Now I think I understand.”
“Well, I’m not sure I do,” I responded, still staring at the
floor.
“Oh sorry, it’s just that this conundrum has had me so
perplexed that I couldn’t think of anything else. You don’t
object to eliminating bad people, and you don’t object to the
concept of what my machine is doing. You object to the
elimination of, shall we say, nosey people.”
I finally looked up at him, and said, “I didn’t think that
was so hard to grasp.”
“Right, right, but here’s the thing, I didn’t kill Senator
Grayson, meaning, I did not order it.”
“Well, there was a memo that said you ordered the killing
of Rea Maitland and the framing of Thomas Bonnrich.”
“I know, I read it. So that leaves two possibilities; one:
Mr. X did it and blamed it on my organization, or two: there
is someone inside my organization who did it without my
knowledge or permission.”
“Mr. X?” I asked.
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“For months now, someone, obviously high up and well
connected, has been leaking information about Graybeard to
high ranking politicians.”
“Okay yes, that was the person Cali was trying to identify
when she was monitoring Senator Bonnrich. But it doesn’t
seem very likely that this Mr. X would kill the very same
person that he informed.”
“Yes, I know, that is very troubling,” Dr. Grey said.
“That would mean someone inside, then?” I said.
“You are right, and not just anyone, but someone with
intimate knowledge and control of the whole process.”
“That should narrow it down.”
“Yes, down to two people. Both of them would have to be
involved, one on the data manipulation and one on the drones.
However, one of them, you should know; she’s been with the
project from the start.”
“You can’t mean Cali?”
“That’s why it was so hard to believe, but I ran the data
and it’s the only possibility.”
Ray came in carrying a mug of straight coffee, and the
iced mocha in a plastic cup. When I looked up at him, I saw a
shadow flit across the southern window. “Get down!” I yelled
and dove to tackle Ray who was between me and the window,
but he jumped back instead of ducking. A buzz saw of bullets
shattered the glass and raked the far wall. I rolled to the south
window wall, shedding glass shards and tucking myself in the
corner. Grey was crouched under his desk, crawling for the
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far wall.
“No, this wall, it can see you there!”
But the machine was not interested in Dr. Grey; it was
swinging to the west wall to get a better shot at me. I
scrambled behind the conference table and chairs that
occupied the other half of the office. Thankfully Ray left the
door open and I could scurry through as shots shredded the
back wall and into the cube area beyond.
I peeked back into the office for Dr. Grey. He was staring
open mouthed at Ray’s bloody body. Alarms sounded; Dr.
Grey looked over at me and shouted, “Cali’s in the op center
downstairs in the center of the building, take Ray’s key card
to get through the security door, hurry, straight down the
north hall.”
The key card hung from a neck strap on the back of Ray’s
chair. Another blast of shots ripped through the windows next
to the cube as I grabbed the card and ducked around the
corner. But the drone had a straight shot down the hall that
led to the elevator. I couldn’t see any way of getting to the
elevator before being torn to shreds.
“Freeze!” one of the burly guys shouted from behind me.
“Get up,” he shouted, “I knew you couldn’t be trusted.”
He pulled me up, “The drone!” I yelled as he pushed me
into the hallway. I stumbled and fell; he followed, taking the
brunt of the next volley from the drone outside the window. I
clawed my way down the hall, tucking myself in the tiny
alcove that held the elevator door.

302

I pushed the key card against the sensor and it chirped in
recognition. Another round of shots scored the wall beside
me, adding sheetrock dust to my blood-soaked outfit. The
elevator dinged, doors slid open and I fell inside. I pushed the
button.
The doors opened on a long unadorned hallway ending at
a set of double doors. Advancing slowly until I got to the
doors, I could hear the hum of server fans increase in volume
as I opened the door. Computer racks ringed the outside of
the large room; at the center were dozens of large monitors. I
didn’t see anyone in the space until I got past the computers
to the center of the room. I heard a noise and turned; there
was Cali holding her sig.
“You ruined everything,” Cali screamed. “Why are you
doing this?”
“Because bad things are happening, Cali, don’t you see
that?”
“You’re just like everyone else; you don’t understand
how important this is. It’s not about a few terrorists; it’s about
our future, everyone’s future. You don’t understand, you
haven’t seen Dr. Grey’s vision.”
“You’re right, Cali, I haven’t, and neither will anyone else
if all they see is the evil this machine can do and not the
good.”
“All I see is that you ruined my life, I thought we could be
together again like before, but you betrayed me, you betrayed
all of us! What was I thinking? I was supposed to die; do you
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know that? That time on the landing craft when I threw
myself on top of you. I was supposed to die a hero and finally
do something right so my family could be proud of me, but
instead I was left a cripple for life, a cripple with no life. I
wish I knew then that you weren’t worth it!” she screamed.
She raised her sig, aiming at my heart. “I still love you,
Millie, but I can’t let you stop us.”
“You are right, Cali, I wasn’t worth it, not then and I’m
not worth it now, so you’re going to have to end me.”
She stood there for a moment, tears running down her
face, her hand shaking as she pointed the gun at me.
The double doors burst open and the room filled with
police; in confusion more than intent, Cali jerked towards the
onrush.
“No!” I screamed. “Don’t…” But it was too late. I
watched in horrific slow motion as the bullets hit Cali’s
beautiful body, the look of confusion still on her face as she
dropped the sig, staggered backwards and fell.
I sank to my knees still screaming, “NO! NO!” I turned to
the people converging on the scene now pointing their guns at
me. “Please shoot me!” I begged, but they didn’t.
“On the ground.” I did as I was told. Four officers rushed
over; one put his knee on my back while two held my arms
and the last one put the cuffs on. Two of them pulled me up
and another searched me. “She has no weapon,” He said.
“You are Millicent Willard?”
“Yes,” I said.
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“I’m afraid you need to come with us.”
He continued speaking, but I didn’t really hear the rest.
All I could see was Cali on the floor, staring blankly at the
ceiling.
“This is my fault.”
“What was that, Ms. Willard?” the man who helped me
up asked. “Did you know her?”
“She was my best friend.”
Another man held me from the other side and called in.
“Yes, we have her, and she gave up voluntarily. That’s right,
sir. No sir, she was unarmed.” The man disconnected.
“You did the right thing, Ms. Willard,” one officer said.
“We’re sorry about your friend, but she…”
“I know, Officer, it wasn’t your fault.” I was led outside
to the front parking lot that was now filled with police
vehicles.
“Is that her?” one of the men outside asked.
“Yes, but none of this makes any sense, the upstairs is
like a warzone, completely shredded, two dead. Yet Ms.
Willard was downstairs, unarmed, being held at gunpoint.
There is no way she could have done this, sir.”
“You thought I did this?” I asked, surprised.
“We got some disturbing news about you. Someone
called us and said you had gone rogue.”
“Rogue? No, I was brought here by Dr. Grey’s people,” I
explained.
“We’ll sort it out. Take her to the van.”
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I was led to a van and placed in the back. Two officers got
in the back with me. I stared at the floor and didn’t say a
word all the way back to the station.
I was placed in an interrogation room and sat there alone
for what seemed like hours, handcuffed to a U bolt in the
center of the table. I could put my hands together and rest my
head. Who cares if Dr. Grey is controlling the world? How
silly I am to think I could do something about it; all I did was
get Cali killed. She will never see that vision of the future that
so pleased her. What was I thinking? That I could change the
world? That I could go up against the whole tide of human
events that was condemning our future? I can’t do this
anymore, twenty six years old and I still feel like a lost
orphan. The vision was correct; I had no place left to live in a
world of screaming mad extremists. But in truth, I’m a
monster; Cali’s dead. I killed her just as sure as if I was the
one who pulled the trigger. Maybe it was a good thing that
Grey turned Willy Grummond against me or I’d destroy him
also.
Maybe now I’d get to live out the rest of my days locked
away in a cage, where I can’t hurt anybody and no one needs
to be afraid. The Army turned me into a monster; now that
I’m all used up, what to do with me? Just put me down like a
mad dog, and the world can go on kicking and gouging and
fighting as it always has without me.
“Ms. Willard, you still with us?” I heard someone say.
I picked my head up, and looked up into the face of a
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short round man with short unruly hair. “Will someone get
her a tissue? And take those things off her, she’s not a
monster.” He spoke to someone in the hallway.
Someone brought in a box of tissues and handed me one,
but I couldn’t reach my face without bending over.
“For heaven sakes people,” the man said, and pulled out a
key and began to unlock the cuffs.
“Are you sure that’s wise, sir?” The lock clicked and the
cuffs opened. He pulled the cuffs off. I rubbed my face and
blew my nose.
“Now Ms. Willard, there are several things that I’m
confused about, so bear with me as I try to straighten things
out,” he started.
“First, we know that you didn’t kill those people, the
preliminary investigation proves it, so please tell me what did
happen,” he asked.
I relayed the whole story about being abducted and taken
to Dr. Grey’s place, the drone and my encounter with Cali.
“We’re starting to believe you about this drone thing, but
why would Dr. Grey put himself in the line of fire? Wouldn’t
it be more advantageous to just have the drone track you
down when you left the hospital?” he asked.
“I already shot down two of his drones, maybe he didn’t
want to lose a third. Also, if there were enough of these
drones found at the scene of these crimes, maybe someone
would start to believe me,” I answered.
“I see your point; still it was very dangerous to put
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himself in the line of fire.”
“Putting himself in the line of fire would be a good way
for Dr. Grey to give himself an alibi.”
“Rather extreme, but I suppose that would work,” he
pondered.
“Or it’s possible, like he said, that he was not the one who
was controlling the drones, but someone in his organization.”
“You mean like this person Kristi Rennier, who you call
Cali?”
“I don’t think so, because she was not able to kill me
when she had the chance in the op center, and I just can’t see
her assassinating innocent people.”
“I’m sure you’d like to think the best of her, but someone
had to be controlling those drones.”
“There was another person that I dealt with that worked
for Dr. Grey. His name is Thomas Herne.”
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Chapter 30:
I spent that night in jail, in a cell crying myself to sleep. I
was awakened by the cell door sliding open. “Ms. Willard? I
thought I’d find you here.” It was Sam Pritchard and another
man. “We’ve come to bail you out.”
“I thought I was a dangerous rogue agent?” I asked
sarcastically.
“They don’t think that there is really a case against you,
but in the meantime,” Sam said, “we need your help. You
have a couple of old friends waiting for you.”
I didn’t know I had any friends left, but I wasn’t going to
argue. Sam left the other man at the station and led me out to
the standard government issue black SUV. Michael McCourt
was driving, and in the passenger seat was Robot Girl Debra
Still.
“Well, Danger Girl, I see--” she stopped mid-sentence
after getting a good look at me. “What the hell did they do to
her?” she asked.
“She’s had a rough couple of days, so it may be best not
to antagonize her,” Sam said as he followed me into the SUV.
“I know you’re hurting, Millie, and please accept my deepest
sympathies over the loss of your friend Cali. If this were not
an emergency we would not be asking, but we have a rather
dire situation developing, and according to our expert, you’re
the best person for the job.”
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“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll do what I can.” Michael drove
us a few blocks and stopped in front of another building.
“What are we doing?” I asked.
“Hang on,” was all that Sam said. We left Robot Girl
behind and got into an elevator, took it all the way to the top
floor, got out, and took stairs to the roof. On the roof, there
was a helicopter waiting, the rotors spinning slowly. The two
men fast walked up to it; I was trailing behind. But before I
could get there, Willy Grummond jumped out and ran up to
me and hugged me. I completely lost it; it was a good thing
that he was holding me up.
“I am so sorry I ever listened to Dr. Grey, I love you and I
will never stop loving you.”
“Cali’s dead,” I blurted out, “I killed her.”
“No, you didn’t kill her; it was Dr. Grey and his vision for
the future.”
He held me for what seemed like hours, until finally
Michael came over, “I hate to do this but, we’re supposed to
be saving the world, remember?” Michael said.
We were in the air almost before we were buckled in. I
was sitting just behind the pilot’s seat facing backwards,
looking straight at Willy. He was looking down; he seemed
afraid to meet my eyes, and it scared me. I was sitting on the
very edge of hope. Just yesterday I killed my best friend, now
Willy Grummond was back in my life, what did all this
mean? Why was I continually raked over the jagged edge of
hope? This was killing me, I couldn’t even find solace in my
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despair, wishing that Cali could have killed me first. But not
if Wallace Grummond still loved me.
“Okay, listen up people,” Sam Pritchard began. “This is
the situation: as you probably heard, a not-so-secret anymore
government initiative called Certainty Cyber Shield went
terribly wrong, when two of their top people decided to start
misusing the power. Kristi Rennier is no longer with us, but
Thomas Herne, aka Myron Stout – yes, you heard that
correctly, the brother of Brian Stout – is still at large. He is
currently barricaded in his state of the art factory in Rocky
Hill, New Jersey, just north of Princeton. It would not be an
issue for the authorities to go get him, except he has an army
of those drones protecting the place and a lot of hostages
inside the plant, so we need to neutralize the drones before
they go on a killing spree. The plant is currently surrounded
by law enforcement, so the situation is currently in a standoff,
but the National Guard has been called. However, the fear is
that once Stout starts to feel threatened he is going to unleash
his drones on whoever is in his way. That is what we do not
want to have happen. So, we have offered them a solution
with the help of Millie and one of Dr. Grummond’s
inventions.”
“IMP?” I asked Willy.
He nodded.
“Yes, you are correct, Millie, IMP,” Sam said. “The other
old friend I was talking about. The problem is that there are
no stable platforms with a good vantage point close enough to
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the target to be effective and far enough away to not be
detected. Dr. Grummond assures me that with the
improvements to the sighting system and Millie’s technical
operational knowledge, we should be able to use this chopper
as a platform to hit the drones.”
A sudden surge of fear reverberated through my body. I
looked over at Willy, wide eyed. He gave me the thumbs up
sign. I was not so confident.
“We are going to touch down in Princeton Highland Park
about three miles northeast of the plant in Rocky Hill and get
Millie geared up. We will need to remove the seats in the
back and the doors to give Millie a clear shooting platform.
Michael will fly the bird, the rest of you will remain on the
ground.”
Willy fumbled with the headset microphone. “No,” he
demanded, “I’m going also.”
“No, Doctor. Once Stout realizes that his drones are being
shot down there is no telling what he will do, he could--”
“Millie is not expendable; if she’s going then I’m going,”
Willy asserted.
“I didn’t say she was expendable, all I’m saying is that
this could still get hairy and there is no sense endangering
more people than we have to.”
“I can’t live without her, so if something happens, it
won’t matter if I’m on the ground or here with her,” Willy
countered.
How is it possible that I could be loved that much, doesn’t
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he know me? Doesn’t he know what I’ve done, what evil
hides in the darkest corners of my brain? How is this
possible?
“We’ll discuss this when we get on the ground,” Sam
said.
“There is no discussion, I’m going with her,” Willy
insisted.
There was no more discussion until we reached the
ground; while Sam and Michael readied the chopper, Willy
gave me a quick course on the new and improved IMP.
“It now has the ability to store and auto fire at stored
target morphologies,” Willy was saying. “Because the drones
will all be similar, I think this is the feature that would be best
to use in this situation. We will need to take down as many as
possible, as quickly as possible, because once he realizes
what’s happening, things could get very unpredictable very
quickly.”
He turned it on and I looked through the scope; it looked
much like before. The IMP itself was much smaller and
lighter than the prototype that I used during the development
and much better balanced. It no longer required a tripod
mount to operate.
“I hate to interrupt this little training session, Doctor, but I
need to put this harness on her.”
I handed the IMP to Willy and presented myself to
Michael.
“And I’m not sure about your Goth girl skirt,” Michael
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said.
“I hope you’re not suggesting that I take it off?” I said,
and hiked it up, handing my phone to Willy.
Sam came over, “You’re sure about this, Willy?” he
asked.
“Yes I am.”
“How do you feel about this?” Sam asked me.
I thought about it for a minute while Michael readied the
harness, I stepped into it and Michael worked it up to my
crotch.
“Careful,” Willy said, “That’s my girlfriend you’re
handling.”
“This isn’t recreational; I don’t think you’d like it if we
dropped her out of the chopper,” Michael said to Willy. To
me he said, “Spread your legs please.”
“Actually,” I said to Sam, letting out a little squeak as
Michael hit a sensitive part of my nether region, “Dr.
Grummond has more confidence in me than I do, so I think I
need him along for support.”
That was not the answer that Sam was looking for; he was
hoping that I’d play the martyr and tell him to stay on the
ground. But I couldn’t do that to Willy.
“Okay then suit up, we’re going.” Willy took the only
remaining seat. Michael connected my harness to the tether in
the chopper. When I was in, Willy handed me the IMP. I
powered it up and saw the world through the IMP’s eyes.
Michael took the pilot’s seat and powered up; while the rotors
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came to speed, he switched on the com system. “I’m patching
in the ground people, I hope this won’t be distracting.”
“No, I’m good; I want to know what’s going on,” I said.
“Grummond, are you all set?” Michael asked.
“Yes, ready to go.”
The motor whine increased and we became airborne. I
took a stance in the center of the rear area that was now open
to the outside with the doors removed. “We do not want to
get much closer than this; the factory building is to the
southwest, it’s new, two stories, white and blue.”
I lined up the scope and could make out a low flat white
structure with two tall blue boxes flanking the glass front
entrance. “I think I see it, low white building with blue
squares beside the lobby entrance.”
“That sounds like it.”
I increased the magnification and could see an assemblage
of police vehicles waiting some distance from the front of the
building.
“I see police cars.” But increasing the magnification any
further made the scene too unsteady to hold. “This isn’t
working,” I said and handed the IMP back to Willy.
“What’s wrong?” Michael asked.
“I need to make adjustments,” I said. I tested the length of
the tether and lengthened it. I could see that my adjustments
were making Willy nervous.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“I’m making the tether longer,” I said.
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“Why?” he asked, drawing out the word, not liking what
he was seeing.
“I need to get a better stance, I can’t sight standing in the
middle of the chopper.”
“Close to the rotor is going to be the most stable spot,”
Michael said.
“Not if I can’t stand there,” I answered.
I tested the length again, shortened it a touch and locked
the buckle down, banging my weight against it making sure it
was steady. Then I took the IMP back from Willy, got it up
and running and then stepped out of the chopper onto the skid
with the tether holding me from pitching forward.
“No, no, no, no, no Millie, what are you doing? You can’t
do that!” Willy protested.
“Ms. Willard, what’s going on back there?” Michael
asked.
“This is much better,” I said, standing on the skid and
leaning out with the tether and harness holding me in place. I
could get my legs in a stable position, yet bent enough to
compensate for the vibration of the chopper.
“Oh, heaven help me,” Willy said, “I can’t watch this.”
“You wanted to be here and watch her work,” Michael
taunted.
“I had no idea,” Willy said.
This was much better, I could crank up the magnification
and I started seeing the drones coming into view. “I’ve got
drones, lots of them.”
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“Let me know when you are ready, I’ll notify the people
on the ground,” Michael said.
The magnification was still not great enough for the auto
target to recognize them as separate objects, so I increased it
more until it could pick them out. The target lock was
haphazard at first, but then reliable as I kept increasing the
magnification. “Okay, I can lock on them all now. The image
is stored and auto lock works. I’m good here,” I announced.
“This is high tower, to ground, we have lock. We are
ready when you are.”
There was silence, “High tower to ground base, do you
read?”
“Hold off high tower, we are not ready. We are pulling
our people back to safety. You’re sure this is going to work?”
“Dr. Grummond is confident, but we don’t know what
Myron is going to do once the drones start going down, so
make sure that your people are under cover,” Michael
responded.
“General Haig of the National Guard thinks he can
arrange an EMP to bring them all down at once. All of our
jamming efforts have failed.”
Michael answered, “If those things are military grade,
which all indications say they are, it will take a hell of an
EMP to knock them out. It would take out all our own and
civilian communication systems with it, with no guarantee
that it will work. We are in place and ready now.”
“Hold off, one more minute.”
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“We got enough gas for this?” Willy asked. “It could get
messy.”
“If it’s really one minute, we do. If we have to wait for a
committee meeting, we could be in trouble.”
“I hope they hurry, my hands are getting cold,” I said.
Michael got back on the radio, “We have to go now or
abort; your decision, ground base.”
We could all hear the arguing in the background.
“It’s a go, light them up,” came the answer.
“You heard the man,” Michael said. I flipped off the
safety and armed auto fire. There was a two second count
down, then I started sweeping the first row of drones. The
IMP responded with rapid fire high pitched snaps; there was
almost no delay from the three mile distance to when the
drones started going down. The whole first wave was down in
seconds. I could smell the ozone and feel the air become
charged as the IMP continued to tick off drones without a
miss.
“I don’t know what you are doing up there, but those
things are going down like mosquitos at a Minnesota
barbeque,” the ground crew responded.
Suddenly they started reacting, jumping and weaving in
digital evasive maneuvers. They were harder to hit and there
were misses as the guided projectiles could not always
compensate for the magnitude of the shift in position, but
their numbers were decreasing rapidly.
The tactics changed. Still not knowing where the threat
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was coming from, Stout assumed it was from the police
gathered, because all the drones changed course, heading
straight for the assemblage of officers in front of the building.
“Shit, get us higher and closer, the drones are going after
the men on the ground.” Michael pulled pitch and took us
straight up. Once my knees recovered, I repositioned and shot
three more drones and the magazine was empty.
I pulled it out. “Quick Willy, get me more darts.” I thrust
my hand out and he slapped another clip in it. I pushed the
clip in the machine and retargeted. The drones were spreading
out, making them harder to pick off rapidly. I began to take
out the ones in front closing in on the ground team’s position.
The sun was setting; the glare seemed to be interfering with
targeting.
“I’m losing lock because of the sun, get us up and to the
north, closer wouldn’t hurt either.”
“I thought closer was a bad idea?” Willy said.
“It is, but I need to be able to keep those drones off the
men on the ground,” I said.
Michael obeyed. “This is good,” I said when the lock
came back.
I could now see the flashes from the lead drones as they
opened up on the vehicles that flanked the barricades. I took
them out quickly.
From this angle, I could also see some of the people on
the ground; some were turned around pointing at us. Uh oh, I
thought. If the officers can see us, so can the drones.
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“Hey guys, it’s getting dark up here and the flashes from
that rail gun are pretty bright. We could be seen.”
The few remaining drones started to back away from the
police position.
“Millie,” Willy said, “you’ve got a phone call.”
“Whatever it is, I don’t need any,” I answered.
“It says it’s from Dr. Phil.”
“I don’t know any Dr. Phil, tell him – oh shit! – no, not oh
shit.”
“What’s ‘oh shit’ then,” Michael said.
“We’ve been spotted, here they come.”
The chopper spun around, jerking me to the side. “Hey,” I
shouted, “warn me!”
“I can’t just sit here like a cooked goose,” Michael
snapped.
I realigned, targeting more behind the chopper, where it
was much more difficult to hold steady.
“The best thing would be to let me take them down,” I
objected.
“Hello, Millie’s phone,” Willy answered.
They were rapidly gaining on us. I dialed back the
magnification, and started firing, just as Michael weaved
again.
“She’s a little busy right now,” Willy said into the phone,
“can I take a message?”
“Hold still,” I told Michael.
I was able to hit two more but another one started firing.
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“They are inviting you to the show,” Willy said.
“The show, you mean Dr. Phil, the guy on TV?” I
answered, and I took down the firing drone. Michael spun the
chopper around. I was about to yell at him again until I saw
why; there was a drone coming up very close on my blind
side. It fired, and I heard the ping of bullets hitting the skin of
the chopper. The IMP took it out with an auto fire. “I don’t
want to get psycho analyzed on national TV.”
“It may be good,” Willy said.
“And let the whole world know that I’m a crazed killer?”
I said.
“I thought you said that everyone already thought that
about you?” Willy asked.
“Well I don’t need to freaking prove it!”
It was getting hard to see the drones in the dark against a
dark ground. I turned on the night vision, but it didn’t help. I
turned on the infrared and they showed up like lighted signs
on a dark road, but one was way too close; it fired the same
time the IMP did. I heard a very discouraging noise from the
chopper’s engine.
“We’ve been hit, we’re going down!” Michael said.
“There’s one more drone going after the police,” I said.
“Go southwest.”
“What part of going down didn’t you get?”
“Well, go down that way,” I retorted.
“Shit a fucking brick,” Michael said.
“Are you free, the 22nd of August?” Willy asked.
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“If we live,” I answered.
We were losing altitude fast, but Michael had turned the
chopper so I had a clear shot and took out the last drone that I
could see.
I looked up from the scope and all I could see were tree
branches. I jumped back into the chopper just as the blades
started hacking trees. The machine jerked to a stop in a
crescendo of breaking metal and wood. I was yanked out the
side door and pulled back into the door in a seated position by
the tether, looking down at the ground five feet below us.
Then, all was quiet.
After a moment of silence Willy said, “Did we just
crash?”
“Willy, if you plan on going with this girl you should take
out the biggest and best life insurance policy money can
buy,” Michael mused.
“Everyone okay in there?” the first officer on the scene
asked.
“I think so,” I said.
“We’re good,” Michael responded.
“Let me help you down,” he said to me as I was still half
sitting, half dangling by the tether.
“Hang on, I’m still hooked in,” I answered.
“Here, let me get you unhooked,” Michael said.
While he waited, the officer got a good look at the IMP.
“Where did you get that thing, out of an alien spacecraft?”
“No, he invented it,” I pointed back to Willy, “I don’t
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think he’s an alien.”
“Well I don’t know what it is, but it sure saved a lot of
lives today.”
It was nice to hear that I was saving lives instead of taking
them. I handed the IMP to the officer as Michael unhooked
me, then the officer helped me down from the stricken
chopper.
Michael helped Willy out of his seat and off the chopper.
Michael passed the IMP case to Willy, then jumped down
himself.
I took the IMP back from the officer and handed it to
Willy. “Thanks, it worked perfectly,” I told him.
A smile formed on his lips, “We did it?” he asked.
“Yes, we did it,” I said.
“Maybe now the Army will think this thing is useful,”
Michael said.
“I don’t know about the Army, but there are a lot of
police officers who think so,” the officer said. I looked out
and saw that we were now surrounded by police; it was nice
to know that this time they weren’t here to arrest me.
The lieutenant in charge approached Michael. “Were you
doing the shooting or the flying?”
“I was doing the flying; the Goth girl was doing the
shooting,” Michael motioned me over.
“It would not have been possible without this guy,” I
pointed to Willy.
“Well, I don’t know what you guys were using up there,
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but as far as I’m concerned you saved the day. And to be
honest I’m glad we had this thing wrapped up before the
National Guard got here,” the officer responded.
“We did kind of wreck one of your helicopters though,”
Michael said. “What about Myron Stout, and the people in the
plant?”
“Stout is under arrest and all of the hostages are safe.”
There was that little piece of hope again, I did something
right, and this time it seemed that they were not going to
arrest me for it. We started walking towards the blockade of
police vehicles.
Willy came up to me and put his arm around me, “You
did good, and this time I actually got to see you do it. It was
wonderful; scary, but wonderful. I love you more than ever.”
I grabbed onto him and kissed him; it felt so good to love
somebody.
“Okay you two, no PDA while the press is watching.” It
was Sam and Debra who had arrived. Sam continued, “You
know someone is going to have to pay for that chopper.”
“I’m not the one who rented it,” Michael said. “Maybe
you should have gotten the additional insurance package.”
Debra looked me up and down, “You may want to take
off the harness thingy, it’s pushing your skirt up to your butt
cheeks.”
“Oh shit, can you get me out of this thing?” I asked
Michael. He clicked a few buckles and it fell away. I
straightened out my skirt.
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“So, I think we should go celebrate, who’s with me?”
Michael said.
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Chapter 31:
He was serious. I was sitting in the bar at a hotel in New
Brunswick New Jersey with a Bloody Mary sitting in front of
me watching the news on the big screen TV. I jumped up.
“Hey, I know those guys!” I said, as I watched Brent and
Todd doing a rebroadcast of the events that had just
transpired.
“Turn it up,” somebody said.
The bartender did so and shouts and calls erupted when
Captain Longwood, the commander of the operation, was
interviewed by Brent, who tried to make the situation sound
completely hopeless.
“Is he always that pessimistic in real life?” Willy asked
me.
“Oh yes,” I said. “He never stops complaining about
everything.”
He went on about the hopelessness, sensationalizing the
dire outcome that the killer drones would have in this
situation, and extending it on into the future when he
speculated what the future would be like with hundreds of
thousands of these drones in the air over our heads waiting to
unleash their death and destruction upon the helpless citizens
of the nation.
“A conspiracy theory kind of guy, isn’t he?” Sam asked.
“Unfortunately, if you were at all familiar with Dr. Grey’s
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vision of the future, he’s not that far off,” Willy said.
“Are you trying to tell me that was the vision that Cali
was so fond of?” I asked.
“Well, Dr. Grey’s presentation was a little different in that
the drones were protectors and not villains, but yes, that
concept was basically the same.”
The camera swung around to follow the sound of loud
bangs like a hail storm in a junkyard, as the drones started
dropping from the sky.
“That’s us,” Willy shouted. “I had no idea it would work
that well,” he mused. He put his arms around my chest and
gave me a huge hug, “Thank you for making my IMP look so
good.”
“What’s happening?” Brent asked Todd.
“It looks like some sort of self-destruct; did the police
succeed in hacking into the controls? Now it looks like they
are doing evasive maneuvers, the operator must think they are
being shot down,” Todd described the scene.
“But they are still falling,” Brent interrupted.
“Oh no,” Todd yelled, “Take cover everyone, here they
come.” The scene jerked around as the camera man followed
the two to cover.
“I only hope that the police can get them all down before
they reach us,” Brent said.
“They’re leaving!” Todd exclaimed.
“Quick, get a shot of this!” Todd said.
The camera swung around and up to show the chopper
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with bright flashes coming from the side.
Everyone in the bar watching started cheering.
“Zoom in, zoom in,” Todd was saying, “There is a man
hanging out of the side of that chopper shooting down the
drones. How is it possible that anyone could hit those things
from a moving helicopter from that distance?”
The camera zoomed in to show a good picture of me
standing on the skid, my hair and short skirt blowing in the
wind, firing the IMP.
“What the hell? Tell me you weren’t standing on the
landing skid the whole time?” Michael said.
“I couldn’t get a good target lock from inside.”
“That is no man, Brent,” Todd said. “That is a woman,
and unless I’m mistaken, we know that woman.”
“That’s my girlfriend!” Willy said, I put my arm around
him and gave him a kiss.
“That can’t be,” Brent said. “No, I believe you are correct,
Todd, that is Millie Willard, the same woman who shot down
the drone in New York City.”
“Oh no, the drones are going after them; get inside,
Millie, get inside! The chopper’s been hit, they’re going
down and she is still shooting down drones.”
“OH!” everyone shouted when the chopper hit the trees.
“I hope she’s alright,” Brent said.
“I thought you said he hated you,” Michael said. “That
didn’t sound like it.”
“Maybe not as much as I thought.”
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“Maybe you shouldn’t either,” Willy said.
“What?” I asked.
“Hate yourself. Do you think I didn’t notice how you
always put yourself down, that you think you’re worthless?”
“How did you know that I felt that way inside? I never
said…”
“It leaks out, Millie, and it hurts me to see you treat
yourself that way. Give yourself some credit, how many
times do you need to save the world before you figure out that
you are valuable?”
“I’ve always done it by killing people before.”
“Not this time, and not ever again, I hope. Millie Willard,
will you marry me?”
My mouth was open but I couldn’t breathe. “Yes,” I
finally managed to get out.
We spent the night at the hotel in New Brunswick,
because there was a debriefing by the FBI in the morning. I
was standing at the breakfast buffet and piling a sausage,
onion, and green pepper scramble on my plate. There was
something different, that was more than just narrowly
escaping death; it was also about believing I had a real future
for the first time since my father died. We sat down together
and Sam and Captain Longwood joined us.
“Boy, I tell you, there is nothing like post danger sex,”
Willy said.
“Willy!” I said.
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“Whoa, TMI,” Sam said.
Jason Longwood laughed and said, “I hear you two are
getting married?”
“Yes, we are,” Willy said.
“Well congratulations,” Jason said.
“So, what’s this I hear about you being invited to the Dr.
Phil Show?” Sam asked.
“Oh yeah, right in the middle of everything, Millie gets a
call and the thing says, ‘Dr. Phil’ is on the phone.”
“You did tell them no, right?” I asked.
“Well,” Willy said.
“What?”
“I did confirm that you would be available August 22.”
“I told you that I didn’t want to get analyzed on national
TV.”
“It will be good for you, everyone will see what a
wonderful person you really are; that wonderful person that I
know and love.”
“And if he proves I’m a nut case?” I asked.
“He won’t, I know you.”
“Oh no, first lovers’ spat,” Longwood said.
“Willy, this is probably not the girl you want to make
mad,” Sam said.
The debriefing was long and boring, the results of which
were that Cali was dead, Myron Stout was behind bars and
Dr. Grey was never mentioned, with everyone walking away
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convinced that the case was closed. Dr. Grey, however, was
still out there, and the Certainty Shield was still functional.
“That’s not your problem anymore,” Willy said as he
turned my face towards his.
I was about to object when it finally dawned on me that
he was right, my future is different now.
“Let someone else save the world,” he said.
I looked up at him, smiled, and I said, “You’re right, let’s
go home.”
Sam didn’t trust Michael with another aircraft, so we
drove back to New York. It was early afternoon before we got
back to the police station that I left two days ago.
We were asked to see the detective in charge, because
there had been some developments with the case.
The detective in charge told us, “The case has been
dropped, but there is an issue with the bonds office.”
“So, if the charges are dropped, why is there a problem
with the bail?”
“That’s a separate issue; you will have to work that out
with the bonding company.”
“What bonding company?”
“Whichever one you used,” the detective said.
I talked to Sam and told him. “The bonding company says
I skipped because I went out of state.”
“That’s crazy, don’t worry about it,” he assured me.
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Chapter 32:
We were standing together on the platform, waiting for a
commuter train to take us back to Norwalk where Willy left
his car, when I caught him looking at me and smiling.
“What?” I smiled back.
“You’re so pretty, I just love watching you.”
It was late by the time we got back to Willy’s townhouse
in Danbury, but it felt good to get home.
“Do you want some munchies?” Willy asked.
“Maybe a little bit,” I said. I flashed on me being
domesticated, weighing over two hundred pounds, sitting on a
couch eating chocolate and watching a soap opera…
“Wait,” Willy said.
“What?” I asked.
“There are two guys on our front step. I can see them on
the monitor.”
“I bet it’s the bond guys,” I said. “Stay in here.”
I went from the kitchen to the small front entryway. “Hey
guys, call your office, the skip’s been taken care of.”
“Millie, they got guns,” Willy called from the kitchen.
The big guy kicked the door in and rushed in. I put up my
hands, “Hey, call your office please!”
“Get down,” the first one said, pointing his gun at me.
I knelt on the floor, “Just call your office please.”
“Face down on the floor!” the guy was out of control.
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Willy came in from the kitchen.
“Hey, stop, just--” The other guy punched him and aimed
at him. I lunged forward, head butting the first guy in the
balls, jumping to my feet as the guy fell backward into his
partner, keeping him from going down. The second guy was
jarred, but turned and fired at me – but hit his partner in the
neck, killing him. The shooter screamed, “JOE!” and I kicked
him in the side of the head; he dropped the gun and stumbled,
but did not pass out. I kicked his feet out from under him and
threw him to the floor. He started screaming again, “You
killed my partner. We’re licensed bond enforcement agents
collecting a skip; you are in so much trouble for this.”
I stepped on his balls, he screamed. “You fucking asshole,
you killed your partner! Why didn’t you listen to me? The
case was dropped, the skip was taken care of; all you had to
do was call the office. But no, now your partner’s dead, you
killed him and you have no legal reason for breaking into this
house, you’re the one who is in big trouble.”
“I called the police,” Willy said. “I told them we had
home invaders they could come and pick up.”
“Are you okay, Willy?” I said.
“Yeah, I think so,” Willy replied.
“We’re not home invaders,” the squirming bond agent
protested.
“Legally you are, you had no reason for being here,” I
stated.
“You fucking bitch, you are a menace to society, they
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should never have let you out of prison, no one is safe with
you around,” The agent snarled.
“Yeah, I upset the balance of the universe, and you
testosterone poisoned apes can’t handle it, scared that maybe
you’re not the king silverback anymore. You have such a
wonderful capacity to lie to yourself, that when there is a
crack in your cosmic egg, you drop down foaming at the
mouth. Well this is your fault, every bit of it. Have fun in jail,
asshole.”
The police arrived quickly, coming through the broken
door with guns drawn, but put them away after seeing that
everything was under control. One officer put his knee down
on the guy’s back and cuffed him, while the other checked
out the dead guy.
“I’m not a home invader; I’m a licensed bond
enforcement agent.”
“Sure you are pal, everyone’s got a story,” the officer
replied.
“Say, you’re that girl, Millie Willard. You’re all over the
news. That was quite a thing you did down in Jersey. Guess
these guys picked the wrong house to invade,” the officer
said.
“I’m not a home invader, check my license.”
“Did you get this guy?” the other officer asked.
“No. This guy was so freaked out that he shot his own
partner. That’s his gun on the floor,” I replied.
“Hey, you okay, buddy? You may want to get that
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checked out, just in case you have a concussion, not
something you want to fool around with,” the officer said to
Willy.
“And how do you know each other?”
“She’s my girlfriend,” Willy answered.
“Fiancée,” I corrected him.
“Well congratulations. Sorry about the mess, but we’re
going to have to bring in the crime scene guys, so you may
want to go to her place or find a hotel or something.”
“You guys do what you have to do, I’ll be upstairs,”
Willy said.
“Come on Willy, I’ll help you get cleaned up,” I said as I
followed him.
We went upstairs together and went into the bathroom
that joined the master bedroom. I got him a washcloth. “It’s
okay Millie, he didn’t get a good punch in, I’ll be fine,” Willy
stated.
“But I almost got you killed, again,” I sighed.
“Don’t worry about it,” he snapped and took the
washcloth from me. I went into the bedroom and sat down on
the bed.
“I don’t know what I was thinking, I can’t get married;
this is never going to end. Every macho man in the country is
threatened by the fact that I was erroneously called the most
dangerous woman in the country. It’s somehow a threat to
their manhood until one of them puts me down. They’re just
going to keep coming until I’m dead. I should just let them
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win, and restore order to the universe,” I explained.
“What are you talking about? They were just a couple of
dumb ass bounty hunters who were so scared of you that they
were in panic mode. It’s a shame that guy killed his partner,
but he did it, not you.”
“You don’t understand because you’re not one of them,” I
objected.
“What do you mean, one of them?” Willy asked, looking
confused.
“One of those brute beasts ruled by their hormones with
no mind other than to kill, destroy and dominate; it’s an
affront to their manhood, if somehow they think that a
woman could do something better than them.”
“We need to get you out of that CIA business.”
“I’m not talking about the CIA, I’m talking about these
brute beasts. Do you think all these wars and killings are
about ideology, religion, or even money? No, it’s all about
the same thing, someone’s macho pride is bruised and it can’t
be made right until all the people who offend them are dead,
or suffering under their thumb. They are destroying the
world, kicking, biting and gouging each other just to prove
they have the biggest balls.”
“Millie, no it’s--” Willy tried to interrupt.
“All the starvation in the world has nothing to do with
being able to grow enough food, it’s all about someone who
wants to be god, and hold the lives of millions in the palm of
their hands. All of it, all the suffering that was ever caused by

336

people was caused because some macho man needed to prove
himself.”
“Think about it Willy, all the visionaries, dreamers,
engineers, scientists, crushed by some dick-thinking brute
with no more understanding than a wild goat, butting his head
against everything he sees. All because he wants more, or
jealous that someone may get more than he got, or he’s scared
that somewhere someone stronger than him might be born in
the world.” I turned and looked at Willy. “We could have
been living in paradise by now, if those cavemen didn’t keep
dragging us back to the Stone Age.”
Willy came over and hugged me.
“The worst part is,” I continued, “those are the kind of
men women go for, like a bunch of dumb cows they fall all
over the bull that wins the fight, oh please fuck me fuck me, I
want to have your baby, because they want their children to
grow up to be an asshole just like that guy. Maybe that was
the vision of the future that Cali saw, a world not run by the
cave man, and I killed it, I killed her because of it.”
“Millie, no, how can you think that? I’ve seen Grey’s
vision of the future and I don’t think flooding the sky with
computer controlled killer drones is the bright and glorious
future that he tried to make it out to be. Even if he thought
that people would ultimately accept them, knowing that they
would make them safe.” He sat down next to me on the bed
and hugged me to him, “You more than anyone knows that
the problems of humanity can’t be solved by more killing.”
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“I’m broken, Willy, I’m defective, and I don’t belong on
this planet, because I don’t think like normal women think.
That’s why people hate me, I’m a freak and I don’t belong
here.”
“I am so glad that you think the way you do, it’s why I
love you. I have a confession to make; it’s a big one, and if
you want to leave me over it, I’ll understand and I’ll let you
go, but I need to tell you this.”
“Okay, I’m scared now, but please tell me,” I answered.
“I’m scared also, but here it goes. We didn’t meet by
accident, I requested that you specifically be on the IMP
project. In fact, I lied and told the higher ups that you were
essential to the success of the program.”
I opened my mouth to say something but he put his finger
over my lips.
“This is hard, please let me finish. That’s why you were
transferred to that prison in New Mexico and why you were
let out to work on the project. I was infatuated with you,
obsessed with you, I read everything I could about you,
watched all the videos of you in action. But when you were
finally transferred, I was so afraid that you would be an
obnoxious bitch just like the men you described. But you
weren’t, you were quiet, even shy, intelligent, perceptive and
insightful, and you were, are, so damn cute I couldn’t stand it.
Not just the way you look but everything you do. Sometimes
you seemed to get lost in your head, the same way I do, and I
always wanted to know what was going on in there. You
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could be quiet and gentle one second and totally lethal the
next. I loved it, I loved you right from the first time I saw
you. But I felt so guilty about all the stalking and the trickery
to get you there, I gathered up all the stuff that I collected
about you and burned it, because now you weren’t just an
object, you were a person, a real person, and seeing all that
stuff about you just rubbed my face in how wrong I was. That
time we walked home together under all those stars, I was
worse than a fourteen year old getting to hold hands with the
prettiest girl in school. Being with you that night and then the
next morning, seeing you in just my big shirt and socks in the
morning, I could have died right then and gone to heaven a
happy man.”
“I deceived you and I’m sorry, and no matter what I’m
never going to stop loving you, no matter what happens, no
matter what the world throws at you, I will always love you,”
he finished.
“I’m not mad at you, how could I be? Just so you know,
the CIA used you also. They told everyone I was in prison, so
when they couldn’t stop Senator Bonnrich from seeing me
anymore they had to put me in jail; your base was as good as
any. So, they sent me to you with the stipulation that I had to
be available to be locked up whenever someone wanted to
visit.”
“The point is, if you feel that you must leave for whatever
reason I can’t stop you, but I don’t care about all those other
people, and don’t try to protect me from you. I love you, all
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of you, and I will be with you no matter what comes. To die
with you is better than living without you.”
Okay, I was full on crying now. Not exactly something
that the most dangerous woman in America should be doing,
but I never wanted that title.
Two hours later the CI team was finished. “Mr.
Grummond, we’re finished for now, please try not to disturb
anything in case we need to come back.”
“Is it okay if I do something to secure the front door?”
Willy asked the detective in charge.
“Not a problem.”
The floor was still messy with marks detailing where
everything was, but the blood was cleaned up, not something
we usually did when I was working CI, so I knew they did
that for us.
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Chapter 33:
The next morning, we went out for breakfast. “So, what
have you decided?” Willy asked, as he absentmindedly
flipped through the news on his i-Phone.
“Oh, no, of course I’m not leaving you, but I really don’t
want to get you killed.”
“Remember what I said. I have no life without you,” He
said looking up at me. He looked back down and smiled. “I
see we made the news again.”
“I really wish I wasn’t so famous,” I complained.
“Come on, it’s not everyone who has their own action
figure,” he said, trying to make light of the situation.
“I have a what?”
“Action figure, you didn’t know?” Willy asked.
“No, for real?” I asked, astonished.
“Yeah, I had one, they changed the name a little, she was
called Millie Wilder, and the boobs were bigger, but it was
you.”
“You didn’t burn that, did you?”
“Um, ah, yes I did,” he confessed.
“Shit, I would have liked to see it, and of course the boobs
were bigger,” I said, looking down at my little B-cups.
“Well I happen to like your boobs the way they are.”
“When are those guys who design that stuff going to learn
that women have other parts besides boobs?” I said.
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“I like your thighs also,” Willy offered.
I gave him the look. “Sorry. But it sounds like you’re in a
better mood than you were yesterday,” Willy said.
“Yeah, sorry about my little tirade last night,” I said.
“No don’t be sorry, I thought a lot about what you said. I
think there is a lot of truth to it. Sorry if it sounded like I
wasn’t taking you seriously, I was.”
“You should know I have issues, I mean besides that
whole killing people for a living thing. I’m not completely
right in the head,” I told him.
“What you said about… not belonging on this planet. I’ve
felt that way a lot myself. Um, I guess what I’m trying to say
is, if you want, you don’t have to go to work anymore, I want
you to move in and live with me,” Willy declared.
“You know that single bread winner thing doesn’t work
very well anymore.”
“I’m doing okay, and with what happened last week, I
think things for the IMP are going to pick up again. So, I
don’t think finances are going to be the problem. I just wasn’t
sure how you would feel about not working; I don’t want to
make it sound like I’m domineering.”
“I wouldn’t mind letting someone else save the world for
a while. I think I’ve had more than my fair share. Besides, if I
remember correctly, we have a wedding to plan.”
“I was kind of hoping that you weren’t one of those
women who wanted to make a big deal out of weddings,”
Willy said.
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“Well, first I was thinking of only having one wedding
and not plural weddings, but no, not a big deal, but maybe a
small deal.”
“Okay, what does a small deal look like?” he asked.
“Not one of those things with tons of people and all
formal where everything has to go perfect and shit. But there
are some friends I’d want to be there. And weddings are kind
of God’s thing, so I’d like him invited.”
“I’m okay with God; I assume that means performed by a
minister?” Willy confirmed.
“Yeah, someone with a nodding acquaintance with Jesus,
I mean, not all Christian ministers actually know God.”
“I’m okay with that, do you have someone in mind?”
“Maybe, I’d have to talk to her though,” I said.
“Her, I like that. I won’t have to get all dressed up or
anything, would I?” he asked.
“We could do a grunge style wedding,” I suggested.
“I’ve always liked the way you think; the one thing I
want, though, is about your wedding dress?”
“Yes, what about it?”
“I want it to be either very short, or that lacy see through
stuff so that everyone can see those delicious thighs of yours
and be jealous,” He said, grinning.
“Okay, I can do that,” I said, skeptically.
“And if possible, I’d like it to be outside.”
“I’m okay with outside, as long as God is good with it and
doesn’t make it rain. I don’t know a lot about all that other
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stuff, like food and everything.”
“I know a pizza shop that delivers if the order is big
enough,” Willy said.
“Good, it’s settled then. All I need to do is find my old
Zombie Squad people and see if they can come to the
wedding.”
“What people, zombies, did you say?”
“Zombie Squad – oh sorry, that was before I met you.
When I first started working for the CIA, I was in a black ops
group called Zombie Squad, really nice people; I would like
them to be at the wedding.”
“Black ops, zombies, should I be worried?”
“Nah. Castor and Pollex might give you the talk, and
Markley was kind of like my big brother and looks like the
hulk, but you’ll be fine. I hope Cowgirl is still around, I’d like
her to be there, and Psych; I haven’t heard from them in such
a long time.” Suddenly, tears started. “Georgia, Thrash, and
now Cali are no longer with us. These people were my best
friends, more than friends, family,” I told him.
Willy hugged me, “I knew you were in black ops, but I
never heard anything about it before.”
“Yeah that’s kind of the thing with black ops. You’re not
supposed to talk about it, but it was one of the best times of
my life, under the worst conditions, doing not the best of
things. But then I have a long history of doing not the best of
things.”
“I know how this stuff works; some people are asked to
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sacrifice themselves so the rest of us can go on believing
we’re civilized. But I think you’ve done enough, and I
certainly understand you wanting those guys at the wedding.
So, I assume that all of those names are nick names?”
“All except Markley, he was always just Markley.”
“And what was your name, if it’s okay for me to ask?”
Willy inquired.
“Well, I guess you better hear it from me, because they’re
all going to call me that, so you should be warned.”
“Okay, that bad?”
“Yes, it was Skank,” I confessed.
“Skank was your Zombie name? I thought that everyone
was calling you that because they hated you so much.”
“No, that was my code name.”
“How did you get that name?” he asked.
“When I was in high school, all the other kids called me
that because I was different. The only time in my life that it
ever sounded good was when my brothers and sisters in
Zombie Squad would say it.”
“After everything that you’ve been through, everything
that you’ve seen, how is it that you can still be such a nice
person?”
“I’m not sure I would call myself a nice person.”
“Nonsense, what they made you do is not who you are.
Inside here,” he pointed at my heart, “there is a good person.
Don’t try to tell me no, I know she’s in there.”
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Chapter 34:
“I got answers back from everyone, all the Zombies are
going to be at the wedding, even Harfax. I wasn’t sure if he
was still around, but he’s retired in Montana now.” I was
sitting at the computer in Willy’s office, reading email.
“Harfax?” Willy asked.
“My old CIA handler, I think he’s only coming to make
sure everything goes okay and he doesn’t have to worry about
me anymore.”
“What, like you’re my problem now?” Willy laughed.
“Yeah, kind of like that, I guess?” I replied.
“What’s he like?”
“Well, he’s one of those people who can convince you
that he’s your best friend even while he’s sticking the knife in
your back and twisting it.”
“I hate those people.”
“Yeah, I know, but I know I also drove him nuts, so I’m
hoping that he’ll be on his best behavior.”
“I hope so,” Willy said.
“Aren’t you inviting anyone?” I asked him.
“I have family, and I invited them, but so far, no answer. I
do have some friends at the lab and they’re coming. They all
want to meet you.”
“Good, so don’t you think it’s about time we talked about
this wedding dress thing? You said that you wanted it short?”

346

“Well yeah, but I was thinking that we could go with a
grunge theme, I kind of like you in that style.”
“Okay, but I’m not sure how to work it into a wedding.”
“I think I know how to find you the perfect urban camo
wedding outfit,” Willy said, half joking.
“You are going to find me a grunge wedding gown?” I
asked in disbelief.
“No, but one of the nice things about being the top
designer and inventor for a major corporation is that they
have procurement departments, and they are not averse to
lending them out to help us go grunge shopping.”
“The thing about grunge is if you make your own it’s
relatively cheap, but if you buy it premade it’s very
expensive.”
“Not a problem, I know that some of the women who
work in that department get tired of buying plasma chambers
and neodymium magnets; they would be very happy to
grunge shop with us. If it has anything to do with fashion, this
girl Becca knows about it.”
Less than a week later, there I was in a dressing room
with a tiny size 0 blond girl who was a nonstop talker. “Shit
girl, I love your body, look at all those muscles,” she said,
and proceeded to feel me up.
“It helps in my line of work,” I answered.
“And what are these from?” She asked, pointing to the
little dimples in my skin.
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“Bullet holes,” I answered. She didn’t ask me any more
questions about my body after that.
But she did find us the perfect wedding dress. A midthigh
lacy A-line with a nice fitting top that didn’t look too deflated
around my small breasts, finished with knee high boots and
lacy leggings, and even a faded, distressed denim jacket. She
said that seeing that the wedding was grunge and going to be
outside, it was perfectly legal to mix other colors besides
white. Willy was a little disappointed; he wanted me to show
more meat than I was comfortable with, but still being able to
see my shape through the lace was a good compromise.
On the wedding day, God smiled on us with a nice clear
late May morning. Psych and Cowgirl were with me helping
me get ready; it was so nice to see them again. Cowgirl
looked a lot different. She had gone back to the family ranch,
only now she was in charge after her father had some heart
issue and could not handle the difficult work keeping up the
ranch required. She was also married and had two kids. She
had always been level headed and down to earth, but now the
responsibilities of life showed on her rugged face.
Psych was still in the Army, a lieutenant now, still doing
things that she couldn’t talk about. Castor and Pollex were,
I’m sure, filling Willy in on all my deepest darkest secrets,
like how when we were traveling to our next dangerous op, I
would always fall asleep cuddled up to Markley.
While Cowgirl and Psych were putting me together in
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Cowgirl’s camper, John Harfax walked in.
“Hey dude,” Cowgirl complained, “you can’t be in here.”
“I’m dear old dad for today, so I get to talk to my little
girl, so you two out.” They both left after a little more
grumbling from Cowgirl. “I wanted to tell you in person just
how sorry I am about Cali.”
“Thanks,” I answered, “and thanks for helping me with
the burial thing.”
“You were absolutely correct, she should be buried in her
Morgan Troas location in Arlington.”
“I wanted her to be remembered as Morgan Troas, who
died sacrificing herself for someone else, not as Kristi
Rennier, who went off the rails trying to rule the world,” I
said.
“Well that was not completely her fault; Myron Stout was
setting her up to take the blame after he found out that it was
Kristi that ordered the hit on his brother. He was also the one
who kept trying to kill you.”
“Then why did she send me off on that strange mission
that same night? Looking through someone’s laundry for
lipstick stained underwear, really?”
Harfax laughed, “Yeah that was a little over the top, but
in truth it was your alibi if you needed one, she didn’t know
that you were spending night with Dr. Grummond. Who, I
might add, is a good guy. You two will be great together, and
now maybe I can stop worrying about you.”
“Yeah, not my turn to save the world anymore, but too
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bad Graybeard is still out there somewhere.”
“H&S was not going to give up their new toy, but think of
it this way: they never found Mr. X, either.” He smiled as he
left and it finally dawned on me who the elusive Mr. X was.
Psych and Cowgirl came back in and finished putting me
together, with the addition of the rose colored, round frame
glasses that were not in the original grunge wedding dress
plan. Cowgirl stood me up straight, stepped back to look at
me and said, “Well Skank, I can’t say that I really understand
all this northeastern grunge stuff that you’re into. But you
make one damn fine looking bride, so don’t you let anyone
give you any shit about who you are and what you’re all
about. You’re a good person, and I’ll bust anyone’s head who
says otherwise.”
“I think what Cowgirl is trying to say, Millie,” Psych said,
“is now that you have someone who loves you, you’re going
to have to give up that death wish thing you got going on, that
keeps getting you into so much trouble. Willy really needs
someone to look after him. And you’re that someone, so try
loving yourself, because now you have someone who loves
you.”
They led me out of the pavilion and up to the center aisle.
I could see Markley, Castor, and Pollux standing up front,
with Harfax, waiting to give me away. When I was a little
girl, I never dreamed about weddings or even thought about
them. It was not an event that I ever dreamed would happen
to me. I was in no way prepared for the feelings that were

350

flooding my brain. How is any of this possible? Music
started, everyone stood, and I started walking up the center
aisle through that little white archway, a portal into a whole
new world.
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Epilogue:
As it turns out, the Dr. Phil thing was not about me at all.
I waited backstage, listening to a young man give his story. It
seems that he was one of the All World Security guards in the
Ronald Reagan Building when I did my now infamous assault
on Washington.
“We had been on edge most of the night, listening to
confusing rumors, from a crazed rogue CIA agent to a
possible military coup on the city. Main Ops confirmed that
there was a police blockage around the city and a suspected
military buildup outside the city. The confusing reports
continued to come in throughout the night, confirming or
denying that the rogue agent, code name Skank, was inside
the blockade. Some reports had her captured, others had her
at large, killing other AWS officers. We did not know what to
believe. At about 06:40 we got the call putting us on high
alert indicating that this Skank person was very close to our
position inside the Ronald Reagan Building. I honestly did
not know which I feared worse, being shot or having to shoot
someone, especially a girl.”
“But you’d heard all the reports about her brutality, hadn’t
you?” the Doctor asked.
“Yes, but those had just made it worse, because I knew
that I would not have time to make any kind of assessment; it
would just be, shoot or die.”
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“So, continue,” the Doctor said.
“It was not five minutes later when we heard the massive
crash, and all three of us rushed towards the sound. It was not
until I entered the main lobby, seeing the truck rammed into
the doorway and a young woman on the phone running
towards us, that I realized I’d been so panicked that I’d
forgotten my weapon in the security office.”
“So, there you were, facing who you were told was the
most ruthless and efficient female killer in the nation, with no
weapon?” he asked.
“That’s correct, I cannot describe the feeling of total fear
and failure that I felt at that moment. It has haunted me to this
day.”
“So, tell us, what happened next?”
“She yelled, ‘Down or die,’ both of the other guards
aimed their weapons and were shot dead almost instantly.
There I was, alone, facing this woman with no weapon, my
feeling of failure so great that it completely overwhelmed my
fear of dying, as if death would have been a reprieve from my
total humiliation. Up to this point in my life I have never been
able to admit this failure to anyone.”
“But tell us, what happened next? She obviously did not
shoot.”
“I do not know what had stopped her, I should have been
dead, but instead she lowered her weapon and asked calmly,
as if we were just meeting on the street, the way to the
parking garage. The whole thing was so surreal that without

even thinking I just told her. She thanked me and headed off
in the direction the I pointed. But since that day, I have
always felt like a failure.”
“But didn’t it help after you found out that it was your
own management that was at fault, and the young woman was
actually the one who saved the lives of at least five prominent
people?”
“It helped, yes, but it still has nagged at me that when the
time came, I did not measure up.”
“Well, we have someone that we would like you to meet.
The young woman who spared your life is named Millie
Willard, and she is here now and has agreed to meet you.” I
was cued on stage and walked up to the young man and
hugged him.

